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Leadership giftedness continues to be the hidden dimension in gifted and talented 
education. There are numerous definitions, a lack of clarity for identifying leadership 
giftedness and an unfulfilled federal mandate for programming. Yet, leadership continues 
to be a hidden dimension in gifted and talented education, especially for children with 
promise who are sometimes identified as at-risk. With a nation’s need for the 
development of future leaders, this study used phenomenology to conduct interviews with 
eight individuals to better understand their insights and experiences with leadership as 
they faced and overcame adversity in their childhood or youth. By conducting open-
ended interviews with each participant, the researcher identified major themes and 
specific leadership attributes that can be taught to students enrolled in K-12 public 
schools. Leadership training creates access for a transformation of purpose and a 
collective call to action through today’s children and youth while providing leadership for 
a world that is unknown to generations yet to be born. 
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LEADERSHIP AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE 
 
 
Introduction to the Study 
 
Every child should have the opportunity to develop his/her leadership skills 
beyond the identification of traits and behaviors. Bisland (2004) said, “All children 
experience leadership in daily life through interactions with their families, peers, and 
community organizations” (p. 24). Throughout history, numerous examples showed 
leadership has always been a desired trait that needs to be developed and nurtured to 
advance the goals of government and civilization. Society gains as students’ leadership 
capacities are valued and furthered with leadership training (Roberts, 2004). All children 
possess leadership potential; they demonstrate their leadership attributes in various ways 
in their families, schools, and communities. Students who have leadership capabilities 
need to receive training in leadership to become positive effective leaders for our nation 
to remain dynamic. Pfeiffer (2009) stated, “Children identified gifted are those in the 
upper 3 to 5 percent compared with their peers in the following domains: general 
intellectual ability, specific academic competence, the visual or performing arts, 
leadership and creativity” (p. 2). 
Leadership is a pliable personality trait that, when developed, can be beneficial to 
children by affecting their surroundings in a positive way. Leadership is an influential 




reflect their shared purpose (Daft, 2007). George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Dr. 
Martin L. King, Jr., and Oprah Winfrey are a few individuals who have demonstrated 
effective leadership that has influenced a nation. However, Kouzes and Posner (2002) 
stated, “Leadership is an identifiable set of skills and practices that are available to all of 
us, not just a few charismatic men and women” (p. 20). 
Roberts (2004) said, “Leadership is about making things happen” (p. 1). It is a 
social process because it involves interactions with other people and can be developed 
through practice in a safe environment (Van Linden & Fertman, 1998). Leadership can be 
taught to all children in the school setting to positively develop their potential to affect 
lives locally, nationally, and globally (Fertman & Van Linden, 1994); yet leadership is 
much more than skill development.  
A study by TerMaat (2010) supported the need for leadership training 
opportunities to help all students learn how to become agents of change within the school 
environment and beyond graduation day. This 10-year mixed-methods study examined 
the Wisconsin Association of School Council (WASC) Leadership Camp to determine 
the impacts of developing youth leadership by actually ensuring young people were 
prepared for the responsibilities of the future (TerMaat, 2010). The researcher used a 
Likert scale and phone interview to obtain information from attendees who participated in 
the WASC leadership camp activities. Data were collected at different time intervals over 
a 10-year period from 120 participants in the year 1999, 80 participants in the year 2004, 
and 45 participants in the year 2009 (TerMaat, 2010). The results from participants in the 
study showed camp participants strongly agreed they would not be where they are today, 




Camp; the WASC Leadership Camp had made a significant difference in their lives 
(TerMaat, 2010, p. 83). TerMaat’s (2010) findings showcased the importance of 
leadership training through the development of skills and behaviors, mentoring, and 
participation.  
 However, leadership cannot be regarded simply as traits or behaviors to be 
learned but should be viewed as a highly contextual construct that emerges through a 
complex interaction of leaders and followers in varying situations (Fiedler, 1996). The 
key ingredient in a real leadership opportunity is setting and devising a plan to work with 
others in reaching a goal. While church youth activities, community organizations, and 
sports programs provide leadership development for children who choose to participate, 
not all students have access and opportunity to join in. Kindergarten-12 public schools 
are the best place for all children and youth to develop leadership programs because 
every student has access and opportunity to participate, learn, and grow emotionally. 
In all populations, studies show academic success has been correlated with social 
skill competence (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 1998) and research draws a parallel 
between social skill ability and leadership success (Fullan, 2001; Goleman, 2006; Welch 
& Welch, 2005). Nurturing leaders who serve the community by providing vision, 
motivating members, and leading a group takes time and energy. This process can be 
fostered effectively if a systematic approach for leadership education and program 
development existed (Kim, 2009). The school has always been seen as a powerful, 
dynamic instrument for social, political, scientific and technological development of 
nations (Adegun & Akomolafe, 2010; Fadipe, 2000). Education is a form of investment 




connections properly, public schools are the optimal vehicle in which to develop future 
leaders locally, nationally, and globally. 
In addition, a critical goal of a good education is to make sure every child has a 
chance to be successful in school as well as in life (Collins, 2001). Yet, not all young 
people who are talented in leadership have positive goals. These individuals also need to 
be included in leadership training (Roberts, 2004) to guide and facilitate their growth as 
constructive leaders. Kindergarten-12 public schools already address the many socio-
emotional needs of students through individual interventions and group counseling 
supports. These interventions include enhancing attributes associated with leadership, 
e.g., self-awareness, social awareness, and responsible decision making. Karnes and 
Stephens (1999) stated,  
Leadership development still remains an abstract concept that is often ignored in 
school curricula. Many districts do not equate leadership education with 
traditional academic education, and teachers often do not receive proper training 
in leadership skill development. (p. 62) 
  
Yet, it is important for educators to find these emerging leaders. Bisland (2004) 
said, “Not only should these potential leaders be identified, but their talents also need the 
opportunity to be developed” (p. 24). When leadership giftedness is clearly defined, the 
concept of educating the whole child can be fully developed and realized to create a 
world that values similarities and differences amongst and between its citizens.  
Problem Statement 
Throughout history, scholars from Plutarch to Carlyle have studied leaders and 
leadership (Riggio, Ciulla, & Sorenson, 2003). More than 3,000 studies on leadership 
appear to be primarily concerned with the relationship between leaders and immediate 




about leadership reflected American views of individualism versus collectivism. Yet, 
with so many sources to learn about leadership, the clarity of definition and strategies for 
training future generations to lead is still untapped.  
Leadership giftedness should be unveiled, clarified, and realized to fulfill a 
person’s full potential. Leadership giftedness must be demystified by constituent 
processes to secure responsible leadership for the future (Gardner, 1995). Connally 
(1999) said, “For in every adult there dwells the child that was, and in every child there 
lies the adult that will be” (p. 245). Facing and overcoming difficult situations in 
childhood and youth require an individual to make choices, problem-solve, and use 
interpersonal as well as intrapersonal skills while cultivating his/her self-efficacy. These 
attributes are the same attributes associated with leadership potential and leadership 
giftedness. Developing leadership in children or youth allows them to become who they 
want to be. 
The National Association for Gifted Children’s (NAGC; 2010) position paper 
stated,  
Beginning in early childhood, their (exceptionally capable learners) optimal 
development requires differentiated educational experiences, both of a general 
nature and, increasingly over time, targeting those domains in which they 
demonstrate the capacity for high levels of performance. (p. 1) 
 
This might include leadership dimension as a domain that must be fostered to benefit 
students. This position supported the importance of developing leadership potential as 
another way of addressing the needs of the whole child academically, socially, and 
emotionally for those students identified as children with promise in this paper, who are 




Students identified as at risk in our nation face significant challenges in and 
beyond school walls. Bemak, Chung, and Sabdo (2005) said, “Often times, youth facing 
problems in school are preoccupied with concerns outside of the school setting” (p. 377).  
Poverty, violence, and/or racism may disrupt family and community life, which may 
hinder the academic, social, and emotional development of children and youth (Bauer, 
Sapp, & Johnson, 2000). Ender and Wilkie (2000) said,  
These students are likely to display any number of other characteristics such as 
low academic self-concept, unrealistic grade and career expectations, unfocused 
career objectives, extrinsic motivation, external locus of control, and/or low self-
efficacy. (pp. 134-135) 
  
Developing leadership in students identified as at risk provides students with self-
efficacy, empowers them to set realistic goals, supports their achievement in and out of 
school, and connects them to the local neighborhood and community in which they live. 
Furthermore, leadership giftedness has yet to be clear in determining the attributes 
that support leadership development in youth in K-12 public schools. Different 
approaches to leadership have emphasized the personal aspect, the relationship aspect, 
and the visionary goal and change aspects of leadership (Barker, 1997; Daft, 2005). In 
this connection, it is of great importance that different educators and researchers associate 
different skills, competencies, and intelligences with effective leadership (Goleman, 
2000; Lefton & Buzzotta, 2004). King (1997) stated, “Helping students develop the 
integrity and strength of character that prepare them for leadership may be one of the 
most challenging and important goals of education” (p. 87). 
The U.S. Department of Education’s 2016-2017 (2015) plan was developed to 
reflect the importance of teaching and learning at all levels of the education system. This 




support the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) that addresses the need to foster 
excellence and equitable access to all K-12 public school students. The attributes of 
leadership and success for students are tied to two of the goals identified in the plan: (a) 
supporting the implementation of college- and career-ready standards and assessments 
that strengthen a nations need to improve the lives of its citizens; and (b) ensuring 
equitable educational opportunities for all students to increase student achievement and 
graduation rates that provide citizens to live, thrive, and pursue personal happiness. 
Additionally, educational programming for leadership giftedness is a federal mandate that 
still remains unfilled (Marland, 1972). Public schools provide minimal services in gifted 
and talented education to address leadership giftedness. Even within the gifted field, there 
is considerable controversy regarding definitional, conceptual, and diagnostic issues. 
Hays (1993) determined less than 3% of the articles published in gifted education 
between 1958 and 1989 related to leadership.  
 This study examined the lived experiences of eight diverse individuals who are 
considered leaders with giftedness and their perceptions of the attributes that were most 
beneficial in developing their leadership capacity. A sampling of eight individuals who 
used their leadership skills to surmount obstacles during their childhood and/or 
adolescence were selected to participate in this qualitative study. By finding meaning 
from interviewing participants and examining their individual written statements on 
leadership, the outcomes from this phenomenological study added evidence to the current 
body of knowledge about leadership potential and leadership giftedness in children and 






The topic of leadership and its attributes are familiar to each of us as we can 
identify our own leadership positions and personal journey toward success. The purpose 
of this qualitative study was to examine the lived experiences of eight individuals who 
faced and overcame challenges and/or adversity by drawing upon their leadership skills 
to become successful in life. Each participant made a personal choice as to how to 
address their challenge(s) using his/her innate skills, sense of purpose, self-awareness, 
and a transformation of self toward his/her goal. All participants in this study identified 
attributes associated with leadership that were most meaningful to him/her to become 
productive and successful adults. Each person added value to the importance for 
developing future leaders, its attributes, and significance. Generalizability, in this study, 
was evident through the use of relevant groups within a larger population that included 
diversity of gender and ethnicity/race through personal lived experiences. As the 
researcher, I wanted to include gender and ethnicity/race diversity to create a sense of 
familiarity to this study. That familiarity is the authentic connection of the lived 
experience of participants to a larger population. Using the phenomenological research 
design, I explored the experiences of diverse individuals who may have been identified as 
children at risk during childhood or youth and became children with promise while 
leading positive productive lives in the community in which he/she lived. Furthermore, 
the intent of this study was to unveil the definition of leadership giftedness, and reveal its 
significance in developing the whole child. This study explored research questions for 




the perspective of why developing leadership skills and its attributes is significant to all 
of us. 
Research Questions 
 This phenomenological study was guided by three research questions to unveil 
leadership potential and leadership giftedness. The data collection and data analysis 
employed vivid and rich descriptions to answer the research questions. 
Q1 How does positive leadership develop among students identified as 
children and youth with promise, but who were initially considered at-
risk?  
 
Q2  What are the leadership attributes and skills needed to be taught for 
children and youth with leadership promise? 
 
Q3 What are the supports needed for leadership training for children and 
youth with promise? 
 
Theoretical Framework 
Phenomenological research is a strategy inquiry in which the researcher identifies 
the essence of human experiences about a phenomenon as described by participants 
(Creswell, 2009). Merriam (2009) stated, “Qualitative researchers are interested in 
learning how people make sense of their world and the experiences they have in the 
world” (p. 13). The leadership model I used for this research study is known as adaptive 
leadership (Heifetz, 1994). Adaptive leadership has significant links to scientific theory 
but is rooted in leadership theory drawn from biology and evolution where plants and 
animals evolve (or adapt) over time to survive and thrive (Heifetz, Linsky, & Grashow, 
2009). It examines the past for its noteworthiness while adapting to the call of the future. 
This model is composed of three tenets that include (a) case in point learning that looks at 




dynamics of gender and race; (b) below the neck learning that equates to experiencing 
discomfort and reflection through emotion and intellect; and (c) reflective practice--the 
opportunity to reflect on why decisions were made. As the situation changes, individuals 
adapt their behavior to address the challenge and/or adversity faced. This framework 
emphasizes that leadership is not positional or based on authority but rather a practice 
that can be pursued by anyone (Heifetz et al., 2009).  Heifetz (1994) said, “Adaptive 
change for leadership is that ‘something much bigger’, beyond the immediate goal; 
addressing fundamental values and that demand resourcefulness, learning, and 
transformation” (p. 5). 
The intent of this study was to examine the experiences of diverse individuals 
who represented the phenomenon of leadership. These individuals had faced challenges 
in their childhood or youth and overcame adversity through the use of leadership 
potential and/or leadership giftedness. This study focused on the interconnectedness of 
leadership and its attributes. It is understood that participants’ experiences and everyday 
life practices affect their views of identifying leadership attributes and ideas for 
expanding leadership training for students of diverse local worlds. These worlds include 
individual lived experiences, ethnicity, gender, economic status, and personal 
temperament. As the researcher, I examined the phenomenon of leadership through the 
lens of adaptive leadership theory, historical underpinnings, and child development to 
explore how positive effective leaders were developed as a framework for this study.  
 My literature review was designed to provide a historical view of how leaders 
were chosen, their contributions, and how leadership as a phenomenon is important today 




the research questions. The intent of this study was to provide new insights for 
identifying essential attributes for developing children and youth leaders from adults who 
experienced the essence of leadership. Training all children, especially children and 
youth with promise, in leadership provides access and opportunity for each child to reach 








Figure 1. Theoretical framework. 
 
Nature of the Study 
 
This study employed a qualitative research approach. According to Merriam 
(2009), qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their 
experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 

































phenomenology. Phenomenological studies focus on the conscious lived experience of a 
phenomenon. I used inductive reasoning to go from the facts to general principles as it 
related to the phenomenon of leadership and its attributes. Rich, thick data that described 
the phenomenon were collected from eight participants to add to the existing knowledge 
of leadership and to explain the theory for developing its attributes and its significance 
for children and youth. Creswell (2007) stated, “Phenomenological research is a strategy 
of inquiry in which the research identifies the essence of human experiences about a 
phenomenon as described by participants” (p. 13). This study sought to understand how 
individuals with promise developed his/her leadership during childhood and/or youth.  
This research inquiry described their leadership experiences and identified attributes that 
helped shape their future and success as productive citizens from their personal stories.  
Delimitations 
The purpose of this study was to identify leadership attributes through lived 
experiences of diverse participants who faced and overcame obstacles during their 
childhood or youth. This study was intentionally designed to explore the leadership 
attributes of gender, race/ethnicity, and locale of childhood experience. I purposely 
identified a pool of 25 participants who grew up in different parts of the country, e.g., 
southwest, east coast, and mid-west regions of the United States, and represented 
different ethnic/racial backgrounds. From this initial pool, I used a random selection 
process to narrow the pool to eight individuals who were willing to participate in this 
study. I chose to narrow the field of participants to eight because I believed I could obtain 
enough information to provide rich, thick data by using the interview process and a 




accomplished through a 45-60 minute interview guided by me as the researcher, the 
written prompt, and member checks. The eight participants represented career fields that 
included education, business, and/or the Armed Services. These individuals currently 
continue to exhibit leadership in and beyond their work environment in spite of his/her 
personal challenges and/or adversity during childhood and/or youth. As the researcher, I 
asked each interviewee to reflect upon his/her personal experiences with leadership from 
childhood to adulthood and identify leadership attributes that helped him/her along the 
way. I believed it might be useful to learn how adults used attributes associated with 
leadership but in doing so, this study does not provide information as to how they used 
leadership throughout their lived experiences to become positive effective leaders in the 
community.  
Significance of the Study 
There is little to no research on the development of early leadership in populations 
that characterize the majority of school-aged children who represent and live in diverse 
neighborhoods throughout the country. It is an equitable practice to include all children 
when considering the potential for leadership while providing equal opportunities and not 
limiting our perceptions to a particular group of individuals or individuals labeled as 
gifted (Gonsoulin, Ward, & Figg, 2006). Viewed from a societal perspective, Johnson 
and Kritsonis (2007) opined the continued under-identification of gifted minority students 
in the United States symbolizes a considerable waste of ability and talent. 
This study was significant because it sought to examine attributes for leadership 
potential and leadership giftedness to create an appreciation for diversity in students 




our country. Many higher educational institutions use formal programs to develop 
leadership skills. It is one method frequently used on college campuses and thus is 
worthy of scholarly attention. These formal programs usually target high school through 
college age students and include leadership trainings, summer camps, and leadership 
degree programs. This study identified attributes that might influence the structure and 
curriculum for students receiving leadership training. Welter (1975) wrote, 
In 1846, H. Eaton, Vermont’s first superintendent of school, wrote in his annual 
report, “school is an equalizing power--a leveling engine, which we may 
rightfully and lawfully employ. Let every child in the land enjoy the advantages 
of a competent education at his outset in life--and it will do more to secure a 
general equality of condition, than any guarantee of ‘equal right and privileges’ 
which constitution or laws can give. (p. 285) 
  
This study identified attributes and actions essential to developing future leaders. 
Ultimately, K-12 public schools need to identify future leaders and develop them at an 
earlier age to address the student’s total development and the communities need for youth 
leadership. Student leaders can learn to organize, write, and present information to others 
in language arts, which develops their interpersonal and communication skills. They also 
can be given the opportunity to problem-solve, plan, and critically think through activities 
such as science or social studies projects (Karnes & Bean, 1990) and reason 
mathematically to foster “real world” learning experiences and applications.  
Finally, these youth leaders must be trained individuals who value diversity and 
effectively lead, work well with others, and communicate effectively. The significance of 
this study provided research that supports the notion of identifying attributes to be taught 
and actions that can support learning in leadership education courses for students enrolled 






I have been an educator for over 30 years. During those years, I have served as a 
Positive Behavior and Interventions Support facilitator at the middle school level and as 
the Lighthouse Student Leader facilitator at an elementary school as a building principal 
and assistant principal for 12 years. During this period, I have looked at the impact of 
diverse students at various educational levels more closely using behavioral data and 
observations of student behaviors and interactions during passing periods, recess, and 
lunch periods. 
I have also taught leadership development integrated into the content standards 
throughout my career as a classroom teacher, school administrator, and a gifted resource 
teacher in various schools located on both the east and west coasts, in the Midwest and 
overseas in the Department of Defense Dependent Schools (DODDS). As an advocate for 
developing leadership potential and leadership giftedness, I created lessons, developed 
my own curriculum, and provided numerous opportunities for children and youth to use 
their leadership attributes in and beyond school settings. These activities included public 
speaking events, service learning activities, multi-media presentations intertwined with 
leadership, “real-life” learning experiences, and collaborative discussions centered on 
leadership and its many roles. In addition, as a public speaker, I have spoken at local, 
state, and national conferences on the topic of leadership during the past 10 years. 
Because of my career choice, personal interest, and involvement in developing leadership 
in children and youth, I enrolled in the doctoral program to research and provide the 
rationale for developing leadership attributes in children and youth. I believe if the 




characteristics to students with influence and those identified gifted is important for 
students to realize their contribution to self and society while addressing a school’s desire 
to create a safe, positive learning environment. 
Social Impact 
A nation’s future is directly impacted by its willingness or unwillingness to train 
future generations. Mulick (2009) said, “Our society has the opportunity to intentionally 
create effective leaders through the design of an educational system that has a curriculum 
that provides leadership development for populations that are often marginalized by their 
circumstances” (p. 108). Leadership education uses skillsets that engage these students 
while enhancing their strengths as leaders as they interact with family and community 
members. Students are constantly reevaluating their roles in each of these contexts 
(Roach, Wyman, & Brookes, 1999). They may lead in certain areas, motivate in others, 
and follow in other circumstances. A child with giftedness in leadership may be one who 
can balance many roles in the various aspects of life (Bisland, 2004). Everyone can learn 
to lead by discovering the power that lies within to make a difference and being prepared 
when the call comes to lead (Agno, 2008). Finally, students benefit and develop 
leadership skills that are useful for self and society. As the researcher, I benefited by 
documenting the outcomes that supported the purpose of the study, which benefits 
students, communities, and the nation. 
One of the goals of the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE; 2005) is to 
promote strong character and citizenship among our nation's youth. Student leadership 
and involvement are essential for character education to become a part of a student's 




screening and identifying leadership skills have been developed for students identified 
with giftedness as leaders. These instruments are used to add additional identification 
areas for identified gifted learners who have already scored at the 95% or higher on 
cognitive assessments including verbal, quantitative, and/or general intellectual ability 
domains of gifted and talented education. Thus, these tools are not universal identifiers 
for all students enrolled in K-12 public schools. This study addressed the goals of the 
U.S. Department of Education’s (2005b) strategic plan for strengthening character 
development and expressed the values and actions that support a nation’s need for 
identifying and sustaining diverse leadership needs. 
Definition of Terms 
The following terms are defined to enhance the clarity of the study. The following 
definitions are provided to help the reader understand how specific words and/or terms 
were used within this study. The terms students identified as at risk, students with 
influence, educationally disenfranchised, and children with promise were used 
interchangeably in this dissertation.  
At-risk--According to the National Center of Education Statistics (NCES; 1997), at-risk 
students are those students who have been labeled, either officially or unofficially, 
as being in danger of academic failure. Students may be categorized at risk based 
on the following factors: (a) low socioeconomic status, (b) living in a single-
parent home, (c) changing schools at non-traditional times, (d) below-average 
grades in middle school, (e) being held back in school through grade retention, (f) 




peer pressure. National Center of Education Statistics used the term at risk after 
the publication, A Nation at Risk (1983).  
Children with promise--Children and youth who have been identified as at risk and/or 
in poverty based on the definition provided by the National Center of Education 
Statistics. For this dissertation, children with promise are children born with the 
innate ability to lead, learn, and live successfully, and with leadership training and 
supports become productive citizens in the community. 
Educationally disadvantaged youth--Students whose families, according to a federal 
standard, are low income, whose California Test of Basic Skills scores are below 
the 40th percentile, or whose families lives in a neighborhood where the 
percentage of students graduating from high school is low.  The term 
educationally disadvantaged is described as discontinuities between the 
competencies and dispositions students bring to school that are not necessarily 
valued in school. Three forms of capital that influence competencies and 
dispositions include economic, social, and cultural status (Kellaghan, 2001). 
Leadership--Involves both skills and attitudes. The skills are developing competencies 
and expertise based on how well one can execute certain functions of leadership 
(Sternberg, 2005). In this dissertation, leadership is a characteristic evident in 
students who may profoundly influence their peers and/or demonstrate uniqueness 
in decision-making, problem-solving, and personal development.   
Leadership education--Sometimes associated with character education. Character 
education is defined as follows:   
Character education is an approach to the prevention of a wide range of 




use, precocious sexual activity, criminal activities, academic under-achievement, 
and school failure. Character education utilizes every aspect of schooling - the 
content of the curriculum, the process of instruction, the quality of relationships, 
the handling of discipline, the conduct of co-curricular activities and the ethos of 
the total school environment. (Battistich, 2008, p. 81) 
 
Leadership giftedness--Defined as an innate attribute that uses influence, power, 
interpersonal and intrapersonal skills, divergent thinking, and personal insight to 
make a difference in a diverse local world through lived experiences and personal 
temperament. Giftedness in leadership is defined as using wisdom, intelligence, 
creativity, synthesis (WICS model), and that leaders can develop the 
aforementioned attributes (Sternberg, 2005). In this dissertation, leadership 
education is defined as the teaching of children by using diverse strategies that 
will help them develop as citizens who can problem-solve, act appropriate in a 
variety of situations while making healthy decisions, and contribute positively to 
create new ideas to enhance the world around them. 
Leadership potential--Defined as the environment strongly influences the extent to 
which we are able to utilize and develop whatever genetic potentials we have 
(Sternberg & Grigorenko, 1997). In this dissertation, leadership potential is 
defined as an emergent attribute that can be developed with leadership training.  
Phenomenology--Defined as the experience itself and how experiencing something is 
transformed into consciousness (Moustakas, 1994). 
Service learning--Mintz and Liu (1994) said, “Service-learning is defined by the 
National Service-Learning Cooperative as a teaching and learning method that 
connects meaningful community service experience with academic learning, 




learning is defined as the opportunity to make a connection for self while making 
a difference when addressing societal woes and community issues by problem 
solving, collaborating with others, and effecting positive change toward a 
common goal that benefits the environment or residents of the targeted area.  
Students with influence--Includes those students identified by the terms educationally 
disadvantaged, children at-risk (Martinek & Schilling, 2003), disenfranchised 
students, marginalized youth (Mullaly, 2007) under-served, anti-social leaders, 
children with promise, and unconventional students (Whitehead, 2009).  
Summary 
Developing future leaders is essential for a nation’s sustainability, credibility, and 
future development. Chapter I of this study addressed the importance of children and 
youth making positive contributions to self, neighborhoods, and the communities in 
which they live through leadership training. This section provided the rationale for 
developing children and youth for leadership as a way to address the needs of a society 
wanting to sustain itself with diverse leaders who will advance the goals of government 
while maintaining positive productive citizens to shape its future for unborn civilizations.  
Sternberg (2005) stated, 
When we identify people, especially children, for giftedness, we often neglect 
what arguably is the most important kind of giftedness of all-giftedness for 
leadership. Ultimately, the individuals we identify should not just be potentially 
"good" in one or more domains, but also potential leaders in that domain. (p. 39) 
  
 Leadership training provides the opportunity for students to become positive, 
effective leaders in areas of their giftedness as well as leaders who rise to the occasion 
needed for a particular moment in time. Yet youth who are ready to become positive 




training as to what leadership giftedness really means and what it can offer to our 
communities. Thus, as leadership giftedness is unveiled, the researcher looks to the past 
to investigate how leadership has been addressed in history. The literature review in 
Chapter II examines the historical perspectives of the study of leadership, its relationship 













REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
 
This chapter examines two areas in the field of gifted leadership to create a 
framework for this study: (a) gifted education and leadership and (b) the identification of 
leadership potential and leadership giftedness and its attributes. This study examined 
leadership potential and leadership giftedness in youth to inform the reader by providing 
an historical perspective of the history of leadership, the history of leadership training 
programs, and the history of children of color in gifted education and their leadership 
development. This chapter closes with the history of screening instruments for identifying 
attributes for leadership potential and leadership giftedness.  
Leadership Significance Throughout the Ages 
Leadership, and the study of it has roots in the beginning of civilization. Egyptian 
rulers, Greek heroes, and biblical patriarchs all have one thing in common--leadership 
(Stone & Patterson, 2005). In the fifth century B.C., the Chinese Philosopher Sun Tzu 
(cited in Cantrell, 2003) stated, “Since the beginning of time leaders have fascinated, 
beguiled and motivated their followers. Their stories of courage, wisdom and prowess are 
told through legends, myths and historical writings that celebrate their acumen” (p. 10).  
The study of leadership continues to captivate young and old alike in their everyday lives. 





Leadership can be found in books, newspapers, movies, social media, schools, 
businesses, entertainment and the world of sports. Amazon.com shows evidence 
that leadership books continue to be a mainstay of publishers’ catalogues with 
Amazon.com having more than 5,000 non-fiction books with the word 
“leadership” in their title. (p. 4) 
 
Leadership, as defined in this dissertation, is a characteristic evident in students who 
might profoundly influence their peers and/or demonstrate uniqueness in decision-
making, problem-solving, and personal development. This literature review examines the 
historical perspectives of the study of leadership, its relationship to gifted education, 
measurement and screening tools, and the identification of leadership potential and 
leadership giftedness in youth. 
The History of the Study of Leadership 
Early Studies of Leadership 
In 370 BC, Aristotle (2016) stated, “If you would understand anything, observe its 
beginning and its development” (p. 1). There is evidence in history that qualities of 
leadership have always been a desired trait in individuals by members of society. This 
longing is evident when Plato, the philosopher, advocated for rulers in his book entitled, 
The Republic (380 BC). At this time, Greek civilization was thought by some to be 
moving toward moral decay. Plato wrote about four forms that focused on justice, 
wisdom, courage, and temperance. In his writings, Plato defined the difference between 
leaders and followers. He shared his thoughts on why philosophers should rule the state 
as follows: 
I think that, if there is to be a chance of our escaping, we must explain to them 
whom we mean when we say that philosophers are to rule in the State; then we 
shall be able to defend ourselves: There will be discovered to be some natures 
who ought to study philosophy and to be leaders in the State; and others who are 
not born to be philosophers, and are meant to be followers rather than leaders. 




Throughout the ages, Plato’s teachings have influenced leaders and his philosophies 
helped establish modern era businesses, colleges, and universities. He is still known as 
the “Father of Enlightenment.”  
Leadership occurs among all people regardless of culture (Smith & Krueger, 
1933). Even if a society does not have formally institutionalized chiefs, rulers, or elected 
officials, there are always leaders in action making important decisions (Lewis, 1974). 
History showed evidence of civilizations that were influenced by writings of Caesar, 
Cicero, and Seneca, to name a few. Other forms of influential leadership included oral 
storytelling and writings on mythical persons: Theseus of Athens, Romulus of Rome, and 
documented classical literature from Greece and Rome. 
Through their writings, the leadership influence of the Greeks and Romans 
provided guidance to people through literature. Heroes were reintroduced to the citizens 
in written form. This classical literature provided the rebirth of learning and discovery in 
Europe during the Renaissance period where heroes were recognized again for their 
influence and leadership traits.  
Statements found in Egyptian hieroglyphics suggested the idea of the pharaoh’s 
leadership as insightful, authoritative, and just (Lichtheim, 1973). Chinese writings 
supported the notion of the morally good leader empowering followers while the leader’s 
role decreased simultaneously; whereas, Homer’s Iliad demonstrated the importance of 
law and order intertwined with inspirational leadership. Shrewdness, judgment, and 
wisdom were a few characteristics that were highly valued. These examples illustrated 





Religious Studies of Leadership 
Throughout the Bible, there were numerous examples of leaders and the desired 
characteristics of leadership in both the Old and New Testaments. During Biblical times, 
leaders were identified as prophets, judges, and kings. Each of those leaders made 
decisions that affected the daily lives of the people they served. The Bible also included 
scriptures written specifically to give guidelines on to how to choose leaders. Examples 
from The New King James Version included 
 But select capable men from all the people – men who fear God, 
trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain-and appoint them as officials 
over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. (Exodus 18:21)  
 But among you it will be different. Whoever wants to be a leader among 
you must be your servant. (Matthew 20:26) 
 
Furthermore, some scriptures were written to help identify characteristics of good 
leadership: 
 Mercy and truth preserve the King; and his throne is upheld by mercy. 
(Proverbs 20:28) 
 Do unto others as you would like them to do to you. (Luke 6:31) 
 Don’t be selfish; don’t try to impress others. Be humble thinking of others 
as better than yourselves. (Philippians 2: 3) 
 
The aforementioned scriptural passages focused on the characteristics leaders should 
have that included service to others and humility. Leaders were counseled to protect 
themselves against pride, arrogance, and evil. Furthermore, these leaders were thought to 
be men chosen by God, i.e., Abraham, Moses, King David, Peter, and Paul. 
Studies of Political Leadership 
Others recognized that leaders were not always operating with the good of the 
people as their objective. Niccolo Machiavelli (1505), an Italian historian and 




people under them. In his book, The Prince, Machiavelli wrote, “There is nothing more 
difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than 
to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of things” (Chapter VI, p. 1). His 
statement suggested leadership could create a paradigm shift of thinking, preparation, and 
work that could change a group, a neighborhood, or a community. He also declared 
leaders must understand the challenges to be faced and the impact on behaviors relevant 
to the individual. The need for leadership that led ancient civilizations to appoint, choose, 
or follow leaders who inherited this position did not change although new worlds were 
explored, established, and developed over time. Thut (1957) stated:  
During the fifteenth-century, Europe presented in many aspects the picture of a 
culture that had outlived its period of greatest usefulness. Laws and deep-seated 
custom contributed their full measure in supporting and preserving the status quo 
for those with power and wealth and those who were born in less favorable 
circumstances. A new intellectual life was struggling for a place in the academic 
sun. (p. 5)  
 
The development of a new kind of society and system of government presented itself 
with the “discovery” of what are now the continents of North and South America. People 
who previously were disenfranchised realized this new world offered opportunities for 
freedom and self-determination. This better life included the chance to worship freely, 
obtain knowledge through education, and live according to their beliefs. This opportunity 
required a new type of leader. 
Using a democratic process, leaders were chosen for the people by the people. 
America’s founding fathers developed their own strategy for leadership selection with 
George Washington serving as the first presidential leader selected using this method. 
The development of a democratic form of government introduced also the structure of a 




early leaders created documents such as the Constitution and then added the Bill of 
Rights to address national issues to be upheld by future leaders. By ensuring democracy 
would continue with an elected leader overseeing equity for future generations, 
individuals were able to make the shift from indentured servants, slaves, and 
sharecroppers to citizens who believed they had the power to live their lives as free 
people. 
The Industrial Revolution shifted America’s economy from an agriculture base to 
an industrial one, which created a paradigm shift in how leaders would treat their 
constituents. The Industrial Revolution shaped a new theory of leadership in which 
“common” people gained power by virtue of their skills (Clawson, 1999). According to 
Wilson (2004), leadership studies also evolved as a result of America’s powerful and 
innovative business culture, which was always hungry for new and productive ways to 
manage the workplace. This era ushered in opportunities for advancement for leaders at 
the local, state, and national levels. It also opened the door for formal research in the field 
of leadership giftedness. 
 Weber (cited in Heilbrunn, 1976), who initiated the scientific study of leadership, 
is known as one of the founding fathers of sociology. While examining the relentless 
tension between leaders and systems of government, Weber recognized that society made 
the role of leaders more challenging. “Yet, these roles were essential to every aspect of 
society, i.e., military, politics and religion” (Heilbrunn, 1976, p. 67). Weber initiated 
leadership studies but the historical evolution of the study of leaders and leadership was 





The Great Man Theory of Leadership 
 
The scientific study of leadership began at the turn of the 20th century with the 
“great man” perspective, which saw history as being shaped by exceptional individuals 
(Bass, 1990). The “great man” school of thought suggested certain dispositional 
characteristics (e.g., stable characteristics or traits) differentiated leaders from non-
leaders (Bass, 1990, p. 7). Bass (1997) stated, “The study of leadership rivals in age the 
emergence of civilization, which shaped its leaders as much as it was shaped by them. 
From its infancy, the study of history has been the study of leaders—what they did and 
why they did it” (p. 3). 
Carlyle (cited in Lehman, 1966) wrote a detailed analysis of how history changed 
based on the decisions of heroes including Muhammad, Shakespeare, Rousseau, and 
Napoleon.  Furthermore, Carlyle (cited in Wren. 1995) determined the study of great men 
was profitable to one’s own heroic side; by examining their lives, one could not help but 
uncover something about one’s true nature. According to Smith and Tapscott (2014), the 
“great man” approach was presented in the mid-1800s and was followed by the trait, 
behavioral, situational contingency, influence, and reciprocal approaches (p. 37). These 
approaches included leadership characteristics desirable for those in positions of 
leadership to serve, use power, control, or force.  
Leaders in subsequent centuries since Machiavelli have demonstrated a variety of 
leadership types; political, military, humanitarian, religious, economic, and educational 
leaders all made an impact on the world in both the most positive and destructive ways.  




necessary, servant leadership was another style of leadership considered desirable by 
others.  
Theories of Servant Leadership 
Leaders from the Judeo-Christian period accompanied by current servant 
leadership theories showcased the philosophy of putting others’ needs before one’s own 
desires. In his book, Greenleaf (1977) wrote, “The great leader is seen as servant first and 
that simple fact is the key to his greatness” (p. 21). Greenleaf defined this type of 
leadership when he said, “As the servant nature was the real man, not assumed, not 
bestowed, and not to be taken away. He was servant first” (pp. 21-22). Greenleaf 
accredited the theory of servant leadership to the novel by Hesse (cited in Greenleaf, 
1977), Journey to the East, which presented the key character as a servant and president 
via his characteristics. Leo, the main character, is described as a person working in a 
simple and natural manner, friendly in an unassuming way, but also was known to some 
as the titular head of the Order, a “guiding spirit and its great and noble leader” (pp. 21-
26). This character embodied the notion that leadership includes productivity, teamwork, 
and respect for others as a leadership style. The study of leadership styles has informed 
leadership education in general and gifted education in particular.  
   Covey (2009) made the following observation: 
The world has entered an era of the most profound and challenging change in 
human history. Parents around the world see the change and know that the 
traditional three R's — reading, writing, and arithmetic — are necessary, but not 
enough. Their children need to become far more responsible, creative, and 
tolerant of differences. They need to increase their ability to think for themselves, 
take initiative, get along with others, and solve problems. (p. 4)  
 
Training students in leadership education builds proper relationships, enhances self-




Business leaders need people whose skills and character match the demands of 
today's global economy, including strong communication, teamwork, analytical, 
technology and organizational skills. Young people with self-motivation, 
creativity, and a strong work ethic are wanted. (p. 4)  
 
Thus, schools are a natural place for students to receive leadership instruction to develop 
modes of conduct for life-long success and become productive citizens in the community, 
nation, and world in which they live.  
A Systematic Approach for Studying Leadership 
 
The systematic social scientific study of leadership began in the 1930s (House & 
Aditya, 1997).  Wilson (2004) stated, “Leadership studies, as they are known today, 
emerged from social science research conducted primarily in the United States and 
almost exclusively since the turn of the twentieth century” (p. 10). Jackson and Parry 
(2008) stated, “In order to create the morally responsible forms of leadership that many 
of us crave, it is vital not only for leaders to demystify these processes but also for 
followers to do so as we are the people who will guide and influence the leaders” (p. 6). 
The Industrial Revolution created a paradigm shift to a new theory of leadership 
in which “common” people gained power by virtue of their skills (Clawson, 1999). New 
technology, however, was accompanied and reinforced by mechanization of human 
thought and action, thus creating hierarchical bureaucracies (Morgan, 1997). The 
principles involved in postindustrial leadership supported a values-centered approach 
(Kouzes & Posner, 2003).  
In 1978, James MacGregor Burns, known as the father of modern leadership 
studies, introduced two types of leadership in his study of political leaders. He recognized 
the relationship between leaders and followers was a form of transactional leadership. 




growth, rewards towards improvement, and is intrinsic in nature.  Whereas, 
transformational leadership focuses on the beliefs, needs, and values of followers and is 
group orientated.  This strategy is used to empower and motivate people to work together 
as a collective group toward a goal that promotes creativity and problem-solving (Burns, 
1978). Burns stated, “These two forms of leadership are exclusive” (p. 73). Yet, Bass and 
Bass (2008) suggested leadership can simultaneously display transactional and 
transformational leadership. Bass (1985) stated, “Leadership is measurable. By the extent 
to which a leader is transformational, is measured first, in terms of his influence on the 
followers” (p. 83). 
The arrival of a new European-based journal in 2005, Leadership, provided an 
alternative outlet for research with its stated aims of stimulating interest in new methods 
and theories of leadership; encouraging interdisciplinary, diverse and critical analyses of 
leadership processes; and providing an international forum for leadership research. Levy 
and Bentley (2006) stated, “It is important for us to realize that the study of leadership is 
in transition and is moving away from the concept of the hero leader, the individualistic 
notion of one person that can make all the difference” (p. 25). Most leadership 
development trainings focus on skill-building or short-term interventions such as retreats 
or courses rather than on the process of how leadership capacity is created or changes 
over time (Komives, Owens, Longerbeam, Mainella, & Osteen, 2005). 
Although leadership sources are abundant, leadership literature is based on a 
limited set of assumptions that reflect Western industrialized culture (House & Aditya 
1997). Leadership theories that rely on traits, behaviors, and situations to explain 




were production and efficiency (Komives et al., 2005). Today, leadership is no longer 
simply described as an individual characteristic or difference but rather is depicted in 
various models as dyadic, shared, relational, strategic, global, and a complex social 
dynamic (Avolio, 2007; Yukl, 2006).  Stogdill (1974) identified several leadership 
categories that included leadership traits, behaviors and the situation in which the leader 
exists.  Thus, these attributes can be taught through leadership training programs. 
History of Leadership Training Programs 
 
A leader leads by example, not by force (Sun Tzu, cited in Cantrell, 2003). 
Youth who participate in developmentally appropriate decision-making activities 
and those who have access to meaningful youth development supports and opportunities 
are better equipped to make a successful transition to adult life (Gambone, Klem, & 
Connell, 2002). Selznick (1957) stated, "The whole problem of leadership training and 
generally of forming and maintaining elites should receive a high priority in scientific 
studies of organization and policy” (p. 55). Despite the broad scope of literature in 
leadership, there is little scholarship about how leadership develops or how a leadership 
identity develops over time (Komives et al., 2005).  
Yet, leadership development, also known as leadership training, is a multi-million 
dollar, nation-wide business. Publications, social media offerings, and trainings are 
seemingly endless. One of the most notable offerings was the Center for Creative 
Leadership Handbook of Leadership Development (McCauley, Moxley, & Van Velsor, 
1998), a handbook that tracked leadership development over a 30-year period and 




Early studies showed evidence that formal leadership training began in the 
schools during the progressive education movement, which provided a pragmatic view of 
education that exemplified American societal values (Jolly, 2006). Some educational 
reformers of this movement included William Heard Kilpatrick, Francis Parker, and John 
Dewey. Dewey (1907) stated, “Schools are to be looked at from an individualistic 
standpoint, as something between teacher and pupil, or between teacher and parent” (p. 
1). Therefore, a school’s performance was to be evaluated as individuals progressed in 
reading, writing, and arithmetic as well as geography, history, etiquette, timeliness, and 
productivity  
Dugan and Komives (2007) stated, “Leadership educators offered a wide array of 
co-curricular leadership programs to interested students such as emerging leaders” (p. 5). 
To support accountability, the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher 
Education (2007) developed standards to which different kinds of programs in higher 
education should adhere to and listed outcomes that should be associated with these 
formal leadership programs: 
(a) intellectual growth, (b) effective communication, (c) realistic self-appraisal, 
(d) enhanced self-esteem, (e) clarified values, (f) career choices, (g) leadership 
development, (h) healthy behaviors, (i) meaningful interpersonal relationships, (j) 
independence, (k) collaboration, (l) social responsibility, (m) developing 
satisfying and productive lifestyles, (n) appreciation of diversity, (o) spiritual 
awareness, and (p) achievement of personal and educational goals. (p. 322) 
 
Jackson and Parry (2008) stated, “Leadership programs aim to respond directly to the 
demands of employees, parents and students who are looking for a competitive edge 
when they move into the job market” (p. 9).   
Another leadership program known as the social change model is grounded in the 




Komives, 2007). It was developed to look at the leadership development of college 
students in particular. Campus leadership practices continued to expand exponentially 
with the first undergraduate and graduate leadership majors offered at the Jepson School 
of Leadership Studies at the University of Richmond. Additionally, a plethora of 
leadership certificate programs and academic minors at other institutions were made 
available in higher education.  
Furthermore, leadership training for adult leader’s leadership was also studied 
outside of the classroom. A study by Sykes (1962) showed leadership training resulted in 
the intended change in role expectations of the trainees. The newly formed expectations 
were so much in conflict with those of superiors that within one year after the course, 19 
of the 97 participating supervisors had left the company and 25 had applied for jobs 
outside the firm. Moreover, as leadership training programs are studied, new insights into 
the processes of leadership can be gained by focusing attention squarely on the processes 
connected to followers and their contexts independent of what leaders are actually doing 
(Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 1985). In addition, leadership training studies showed 
great promise when begun with younger children. Roberts (2004) said, “Leadership is 
important for all children and especially children who are identified gifted and talented” 
(p. 5).  
Leadership Training of Children 
While noting the limited amount of quality research on youth development and 
leadership (Benson & Saito, 2000; Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Edelman, Gill, Comerford, 
Larson, & Hare, 2004), leadership training has been and continues to be a major goal of 




Definitions of youth development typically characterize it as a process or approach in 
which young people become competent or develop competencies necessary to be 
successful and meet challenges (Center for Youth Development and Policy Research, 
1996; Pittman, 1991). 
A number of studies and program evaluations identified components of effective 
youth development programs and curricula: strong relationships with adults (Boyd, 2001; 
James, 1999; Moore & Zaff, 2002; Woyach, 1996); training in mediation, conflict 
resolution, team dynamics, and project management (Edelman et al., 2004); new roles 
and responsibilities based on experiences and resources that provide opportunity for 
growth (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003); teamwork and peer networking (Boyd, 2001; 
Woyach, 1996); and opportunities to practice communication, negotiation, and refusal 
skills (Act for Youth, 2003). To perform leadership functions in your everyday life, one’s 
life skills are necessities to be developed in children and youth (Miller, 1987).  
Most definitions also identified either specific desired outcomes that young 
people need to achieve or critical tasks they must accomplish to achieve positive 
outcomes (Astroth, Brown, Poore, & Timm, 2002; Carnegie Council on Adolescent 
Development, 1989; Center for Youth Development and Policy Research, 1996; U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, 1996). Many people believe leadership 
training should begin at the elementary level. Yet there continues to be a significant gap 
between beliefs and practice. 
 When looking at the essential elements to be put into practice for teaching 
leadership skills, Konopka (1973) and Pittman (1991) identified critical elements 




eight keys; youth and adults will benefit from experiences when providing some or all of 
the following elements:   
1. Youth feel physically and emotionally safe 
2. Youth experience belonging and ownership 
3. Youth develop self-worth 
4. Youth discover self 
5. Youth develop quality relationships with peers and adults 
6. Youth discuss conflicting values and form their own 
7. Youth feel the pride and accountability that comes with mastery 
8. Youth expand their capacity to enjoy life and know that success is possible. 
(Pittman, 1991, p. 5) 
 
Increasingly, higher education is being turned to as a source for potential change given its 
significant role in developing leadership capacity among today’s youth (Astin, 1993; 
Astin & Astin, 2000; Morse, 1989). However, students who do not attend college or those 
who attend universities that do not offer leadership training might be left out.  Thus, 
leadership education and training for leadership potential and leadership giftedness must 
be included in school programming for youth. 
Giftedness Then and Now 
 During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, America's public schools were 
facing many challenges, e.g., an exponentially growing student population partly due to 
the mandating of compulsory education, escalating costs, and changing curricular 
objectives (Chapman, 1988). During this time, the influx of immigrants to the United 
States accounted for much of the growth in student population. A 1911 survey of 37 cities 
with a total enrollment of 1,815,217 students reported 57.8% of the students had foreign-
born fathers (Chapman, 1988). New York City recorded nearly 75% of its students fell 
into this demographic (Chapman, 1988). Despite compulsory schooling, dropout rates 




beginning first grade in 1917 would eventually become high school seniors in 1928 
(Asher, 2003). By 1930, however, high school enrollment had dramatically increased due 
to high unemployment rates, especially for those populations of students who would 
normally leave school after elementary school (Asher, 2003). During this challenging 
period, a new educational program was born known as the progressive education 
movement that changed the paradigm of educational programming for some students. 
Psychologists such as Lulu Stedman, Guy M. Whipple, and Leta Hollingworth 
established special classes known as opportunity rooms for gifted students (Jolly, 2006). 
This educational programming stemmed from their research interests in educational 
psychology and direct interaction with gifted students (Jolly, 2006). According to Berube 
(1994), “Progressive education was an attempt by, the aforementioned educational 
reformers, and psychologists to develop a school experience that would benefit the whole 
child's intellectual, social, artistic, and moral development” (p. 14). Furthermore, 
Chapman (1988) stated, “Hollingworth, Terman, and Whipple also envisioned newly 
developed intelligence tests as a panacea to the problems occurring in public schools” (p. 
87).  
In 1918, Lulu Stedman (1924) created the opportunity class for gifted students at 
Los Angeles State Normal School. She noted the children included in the opportunity 
room were of great capacity. Thus, the practice of special education for gifted children 
only helped to fulfill their unique potential. Children were able to choose their own goals 
for independent study, which allowed them to work to their “maximum capacity” 
(Stedman, 1924, p. 11). During group discussions, "contributions were welded into a 




be of utmost value to all participants, these students received specific training in 
accepting constructive criticism. The underlying principle of individual differences also 
guided educational practices to develop students' individual differences to their fullest 
capacity (Stedman, 1919) and provide a curriculum that included leadership development 
for students (see Appendix A). 
By the 1930s, Leta Hollingworth’s (1939a) experiences with gifted children 
broadened her definition of giftedness beyond superior intelligence and she began to 
acknowledge giftedness could manifest itself in additional ways. She included the arts, 
drawing, mechanical aptitude, abstract knowledge, and leadership (Hollingworth, 1939b). 
Apart from offering a qualitatively different educational experience for gifted students, 
Stedman, Whipple, and Hollingworth (Chapman, 1988) also used their classes as data 
collection points to add to the growing research based on gifted students.  
Terman (1925) expressed great interest in the psychology of genius as a graduate 
student studying leadership from 1902-1905: 
Many philosophers and scientists, from Plato and Aristotle to the present day, 
have recognized the truth of this. It should go without saying that a nation's 
resources of intellectual talent are among the most precious it will ever have. The 
origin of genius, the natural laws of its development, and the environmental 
influences by which it may be affected for good or ill, are scientific problems of 
almost unequaled importance for human welfare. (p. v)  
  
Terman explored this theory through a longitudinal study using the Stanford-Binet 
Intelligence Scale to document gifted characteristics. This study consisted of 1,400 
children from the state of California who were tested for general mental ability. The 
results of this study suggested the top 2% of America’s children demonstrated high 
intellectual abilities. The results helped the progressive movement launch the term 




Plowman (1969) stated, “Education shifted during the 1960’s from a national 
defense-sputnik approach, which viewed gifted students as a resource or a commodity, to 
concern for the full development of the individual child for his own sake” (p. 547). 
Plowman stated there were two approaches. The first approach emphasized the 
“improvement of society as a major purpose in programs for the gifted; while the second 
approach “used the fundamental tenet of democracy stressing the sanctity, dignity and 
full development of the individual” (Plowman, 1969, p. 547). These ideas were captured 
in the development of programming types for gifted children that included (a) regular 
class enrichment where no formal program had been established; (b) private study 
through correspondence courses and certain tutorial and independent study programs 
were pursued; (c) acceleration or flexibility progression for high-achieving gifted 
students who were emotionally and physically mature; and (d) counseling--crucial for 
low achieving gifted students, the highly creative child, and the gifted child with special 
psychological needs. Finally, Plowman suggested “fostering of teachers’ attitudes 
through self-assessment procedures would support the success for programming children 
with certain traits into certain classes and learning experiences” (p. 549).  
In 1972, the federal definition of gifted and talented expanded to include 
leadership ability. Today, the following description remains one of the most cited 
definitions for the identified dimensions of giftedness and talent (Marland, 1972): 
1. General intellectual ability 
2. Specific academic aptitude 
3. Creative or productive thinking 
4. Leadership ability 
5. Visual and performing arts 





In 1978, Renzulli provided a new operational definition for the term gifted: 
“Giftedness consists of an interaction among three basic clusters of human traits--these 
clusters being above average general abilities, high levels of task commitment, and high 
levels of creativity” (p. 186). Renzulli’s three-ring model definition provided direction 
for programming practices that would “capitalize upon the characteristics that bring 
gifted youngsters to our attention as learners with special needs” (p. 186) that addresses 
areas of humanness beyond academic abilities.   
The Jacob Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Act (JAVITS; 
1988/2001) was originally passed by Congress as part of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (1965) to support the development of talent in U.S. schools. The National 
Association for Gifted Children’s (n.d.) website reported the JAVITS Act of 1988 
produced the following definition: 
The term gifted and talented student means children and youth who give evidence 
of higher performance capability in such areas as intellectual, creative, artistic, or 
leadership capacity, or in specific academic fields, and who require services or 
activities not ordinarily provided by the schools in order to develop such 
capabilities fully. (Federal Definition, para. 1) 
 
This definition provided grants for educational programs that serve bright children from 
low-income families, which was originally passed by Congress in 1988 and then 
reauthorized in 2001. The purpose of the Act was to orchestrate a coordinated program of 
scientifically based research, demonstration projects, innovative strategies, and similar 
activities that build and enhance the ability of elementary and secondary schools to meet 
the special educational needs of gifted and talented students. The JAVITS framework 
was designed to focus on resources that would help close the achievement gap and 




definition addressed the importance of providing access and opportunity for students who 
come from diverse backgrounds, social economic status, and ethnic groups.  
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB; 2002) Act described gifted students in this 
statement: 
Children or youth who give evidence of high achievement capability in areas such 
as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in specific academic 
fields, and who need services and activities not ordinarily provided by the school 
in order to fully develop those capabilities. (Title IX, Part A, Definition 22)  
 
A criticism of NCLB is legislation ignored educational programs designed for the gifted 
(Kaplan, 2004; Krisel, 2004; NAGC, 2008; Olenchak, 2005; Pfeiffer, Petscher, & 
Jarosewich, 2007). Many argue American society today does not place a high priority on 
educating its most talented young citizens even though they will be tomorrow’s leaders. 
The No Child Left Behind Act (2002) focused attention and resources on how to reach 
our most poorly educated and those students who are lagging behind (Pfeiffer & 
Jarosewich, 2007). The Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Act of 
was initiated to build and enhance the abilities of students identified with giftedness. 
However, lack of funding for sustained academic programming that meets the needs of 
the whole child, emphasis on test scores, and higher qualifications for teachers did not 
alter student achievement outcomes as propositioned.  
 Children in public schools have had the opportunity to be further enriched and 
advanced via curricular programming, yet the report from the U.S. Department of 
Education (2005) stated, “International tests comparing American students with those in 
other countries showed that students at all levels of achievement were not performing as 
well as students in many other countries” (p. 1). Richard Riley, Secretary of Education, 




requires us to reach beyond current programs and practices” (USDOE, 2005, p. 1). A 
number of indicators pointed to the need to change the way we educated our talented 
students: 
 Compared with top students in other industrialized countries, American 
students perform poorly on international tests, are offered a less rigorous 
curriculum, read fewer demanding books, do less homework, and enter the 
work force or postsecondary education less well prepared; and 
 Not enough American students perform at the highest levels on National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests, which provide one of the 
few indicators available of how well our students achieve. (USDOE, 2005, 
p. 4)  
 
Children and youth identified with giftedness have the capability to academically perform 
at high levels. Parker (1983) recognized that “if the gifted students in today’s schools are 
destined to be the leaders of tomorrow, then we must begin to consider leadership 
training as a major aim of programs for the gifted” (p. 9). 
Leadership training can build student confidence, courage, and competence. It 
provides students with opportunities to develop a work effort and practice time 
management while promoting collaboration and decision-making. Developing the 
attributes of self-efficacy, problem-solving, tenacity, responsibility, and initiative for 
students with leadership potential and leadership giftedness can foster their academic 
growth, support their personal goals, and motivate students toward individualized 
accountability for their learning. The NAEP (USDOE, 1993) report stated:  
The drive to strengthen the education of students with outstanding talents is a 
drive toward excellence for all students. …Students with outstanding gifts come 
from diverse backgrounds and need to be challenged. Learning is cumulative; all 
students, including the gifted, develop to their full potential only when their 
special strengths are identified and supported throughout their lives. (pp. 1, 15)  
 
According to this national report, educational equity was addressed to strengthen all 




their potential in a global world, i.e., every student should have the opportunity to receive 
a quality education that prepares the individual to be career ready for future endeavors. 
For this to occur, the committee for this report recommended the following: (a) increased 
access to early childhood education, (b) increased learning opportunities for 
disadvantaged and minority children with outstanding talents, and (c) the broadening of 
the definition of giftedness (USDOE, 1993, p. 5). The rationale for the aforementioned 
recommendations included the following statement reaffirming the role of leadership 
development for our nation’s children: “These children and youth exhibit high 
performance capability in intellectual, creative, and/or artistic areas, possess an unusual 
leadership capacity, or excel in specific academic fields. They require services or 
activities not ordinarily provided by the schools” (USDOE, 1993, p. 5). 
In addition, when one thinks back to 1993, the Report on National Excellence: A 
Case for Developing America's Talent (Ross, 1993) reported, “Many states enacted 
legislation that encouraged local school districts to provide special opportunities for high-
achieving and talented students which heightened public awareness” (p. 1) to rethink how 
the needs of students who are identified gifted are educated. With this report in mind, 
special opportunities should include developing future leaders from this pool of high-
achieving and talented students. 
The National Association for Gifted Children’s (2010) position stated, “A moral 
society must care for and enhance the development of all of its citizens. Specific 
investment in the gifted is an important way to build a society that can help solve the 
society's needs with creative innovations and organizations” (p. 2). This statement was 




educational programs make up a large portion as future leaders for the arts, sciences, 
letters, politics, and more. These students should not be regulated to a second-rate 
educational experience that may lead to a mediocre society for the next generation. A 
paradigm shift is needed for redefining giftedness that develops aptitude, competence 
and/or domains that have their own system symbol, i.e., mathematics, languages, music, 
etc.; these domains also include sets of sensorimotor skills (e.g., sports, dance, painting).  
Furthermore, environmental circumstances such as limited opportunities to learn 
due to poverty, discrimination, or cultural barriers; or physical or learning disabilities or 
social emotional problems may negatively impact some gifted individuals with 
exceptional aptitudes. These struggles may result in some identified gifted students not 
demonstrating outstanding achievement levels.  
Educators are asked to support these students by providing developmentally 
differentiated experiences at an early age. In addition, the instruction level, depth, and 
pacing should target the domains in which a student’s aptitude shows high levels of 
performance and provide additional support services, i.e., counseling, parent education, 
and special programs that address an individual’s needs. 
Intelligence and the Study of Leadership  
 
Over the years, while researchers of intelligence have recognized there is more to 
intelligence than the mental abilities represented in traditional intelligence tests and have 
advocated broader conceptualizations and multiple facets or domains of intelligence 
(Gardner, 1993, 1999; Guilford, 1959; Sternberg, 1985), it is only in recent years that 
researchers have started to apply the broader notions of intelligence to the study of 




leadership, questions remain as to whether smart individuals are more likely to get 
positions of leadership and whether bright individuals make more effective leaders.  
Early studies starting in the 1930s suggested intelligence contributes to 
leadership. Leaders were more intelligent than their followers and intelligence was 
consistently associated with perceptions of leadership (Bass, 1990; Lord, de Vader, & 
Alliger, 1986). However, the relationship between intelligence and leadership could be 
anything but straightforward as these studies generally did not take into consideration 
context or situational factors. For example, it was pointed out that leaders who were far 
above their followers in intelligence level might be less effective because their followers 
could not identify with them (Hollingworth, 1926). 
A study in Hong Kong by Chan (2007) expanded past findings on leadership 
competencies, emotional intelligence, and successful intelligence, and explored the 
relationship between leadership and intelligence in a sample of 498 Chinese gifted 
students. According to Chan, these students rated themselves significantly higher on goal 
orientation than leadership flexibility, which was also rated significantly higher than 
leadership self-efficacy. They perceived greater strengths in social skills and utilization of 
emotions than management of emotions and empathy and in practical abilities as opposed 
to analytical and creative abilities. Chan (2007) stated, 
In predicting the three components of leadership competencies, practical abilities 
and management of emotions emerged as common and significant predictors, 
suggesting that applied and pragmatic skills, tacit knowledge, and ability to 
manage and regulate one's emotions were all important in leadership. (p. 184) 
 
Developing children and youth as leaders draws upon their intellectual abilities, 
communication skills, and affective skills to better navigate and problem-solve issues that 




looks at the meaning of leadership giftedness, one finds numerous definitions for this 
dimension of giftedness.  
Leadership Giftedness 
 Matthews (2004) findings showed evidence that “despite the more than 30 years 
that it has been included in formal definitions, leadership remains perhaps the least 
investigated, as well as least served, of the domains of giftedness” (p. 78). Yet, there are 
numerous definitions and descriptions for leadership giftedness: (a) the facilitation of 
individuals or groups toward common goals or practices by using intrapersonal skills and 
problem-solving strategies in adverse situations (Marland, 1972); (b) a leader with 
giftedness is one who takes on responsibility, holds himself/herself and others to higher 
standards, is fluent in self-expression, likable, organized and uses good judgement when 
making decisions (National Society for the Gifted and Talented [NSGT], 2015); and (c) 
the nurturing  of individuals to develop leadership giftedness through practice, 
opportunity, learning, reflecting, and expanding their knowledge by the learning of the art 
of causing others to want to follow (Elash, 2015).  
Levy and Bentley (2006) stated,  
The essence of leadership is a mindset that recognizes the critical importance of 
relationships and interactions between leaders and followers. …leaders need to 
possess many qualities but five are particularly vital in order to promote effective 
leadership: confidence, integrity, connection, vision and aspiration. (p. 26) 
 
Sternberg (2005) further stated: 
When we identify people, especially children, for giftedness, we often neglect 
what arguably is the most important kind of giftedness of all-giftedness for 
leadership… leadership involves both skills and attitudes. Gifted leaders seek out 





According to Gardner (1993), “Leadership calls for interpersonal, psychosocial and 
human relation abilities.” Ramos-Ford and Gardner (1991) defined interpersonal 
intelligence as the ability to understand other individuals, their actions, and their 
motivation and to act productively on this knowledge. Gardner’s (2010) theory of 
interpersonal intelligences (see Appendix B) has helped motivate educators to include 
leadership as a type of giftedness and provide programming to develop leadership. 
Furthermore, leadership skills have been taught to gifted students primarily during 
adolescence (Feldhusen & Kennedy, 1989; Sisk & Rosselli, 1987). Roberts (2004) stated, 
Society benefits when children develop their leadership giftedness just as they do 
in the areas of creativity, or in the visual and performing arts. Leadership can be 
integrated into classrooms for planning, decision-making and problem solving 
which are fundamental for training students to become leaders. (p. 5) 
 
As the field of gifted education evolved, the American Association of Giftedness 
was established in 1946. Originally, four dimensions used for the identification of 
giftedness established the definition of gifted and talented education: verbal, quantitative 
(mathematical reasoning), nonverbal, and creativity.   
Leadership is a lifelong process and should be offered to all students at an early 
age. Foster and Silverman (1988) wrote, “Schools should understand the development of 
leadership and provide leadership education as part of their regular curriculum, especially 
for gifted students so that they can build a sense of affiliation with their colleagues from 
early on” (p. 356). Children with giftedness in leadership may see both their successes 
and failures as opportunities for growth academically and socially in classrooms (Ramey, 
1991). Several articles supported the notion that gifted students were more likely to play 
a leading role in school than regular students (Bisland, 2004; Kim, 2009; Terman, 1925).  




to the world they will lead (Passow, 1988; Roeper, 1988; Volk, 2006) by providing 
leadership education during the school day. Educators can help solve the leadership 
challenge by delivering exceptional leadership education to all students, thereby creating 
a pipeline of young people prepared to lead as adults. A comprehensive effort to provide 
leadership education for all students at every stage of development might succeed in 
producing the next generation of leaders (Sacks, 2009). 
Through the years, leadership has been conceptualized differently--mostly in 
terms of traits, behaviors, skills, or styles--even though such conceptualizations can 
oversimplify the complex contextual construct that emerges through the interactions of 
leaders, followers, and situations (Barker, 1997; Fiedler, 1996). Nonetheless, such 
conceptualizations help define objectives or competencies for leadership training 
curricula. These conceptualizations have been formulated as traits (e.g., of vision, 
courage to take risks, absorption in creative acts, and talent recognition (Sisk, 1993); or 
as areas characterized by optimism, sensitivity to human concerns, and physical and 
mental energy (Renzulli, 2003). As leadership behaviors are addressed, one must look at 
how children will be trained to become the positive leaders our nation desires. For this to 
occur, K-12 public schools must provide the educational training needed and can be 
accessed by every child.  
Leadership education continues to be one of the crucial dimensions for fostering 
ethical behaviors for the development of positive leaders for the future. Schools provide 
opportunities for the integration of leadership skills with core standards as one way to 
reach all students but especially those identified [as] gifted under the Marland (1972) 




Even though there is an increasing body of research showing character education 
can promote academic achievement (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Schroeder, 2004), it is yet 
to be embedded into the curriculum. Leadership training for children in K-12 public 
schools encourages students to use their leadership attributes to advance their learning. 
Fertman and Van Linden (1994) found strong character is foundational for the 
development of caring and competent leaders. Many children possessing giftedness in 
leadership share common characteristics including the desire to be challenged, the ability 
to solve problems creatively, to reason critically, to see new relationships, exhibit 
flexibility in thought and action, understand ambiguous concepts, and demonstrate the 
knack to motivate others (Karnes & Bean, 1990).  
Despite this notion, Matthews (2004) argued in his extensive review of the 
publications about leadership education among gifted students since 1980, there appears 
little consensus regarding the relationship between leadership education and gifted 
education. He concluded a consolidated theoretical framework for leadership giftedness 
has not yet materialized. This lack of agreement decreases students’ opportunities for 
identifying leadership attributes for their development. Additionally, the lack of a clear 
definition for leadership giftedness impedes the identification of students of color from 
receiving access and opportunities to develop their leadership potential and leadership 
giftedness. 
Giftedness, Leadership, and Children of Color 
 
The overrepresentation of White students as opposed to historically underserved 
students in gifted programs exists because of traditional characteristics associated with 




(Baldwin, 2005; Manning, 2006). The Report on National Excellence: A Case for 
Developing America's Talent (USDOE, 1993) reported, “Almost one in four American 
children lives in poverty, representing an enormous pool of untapped talent” (p. 7). Many 
culturally diverse parents are frustrated because they cannot find gifted education 
programs that are culturally diverse (Ford, 2004) based on their students’ gifted 
characteristics. Given the increased emphasis on high-stakes testing, many parents of 
gifted students contended instructional practices supporting memorization suppressed the 
higher level academic skills attributed to gifted programs (Matthews, 2004), and limited 
their creative and leadership development. Student leaders can learn to organize, write, 
and present information to others in language arts, which develops their interpersonal and 
communication skills. They also can be given the opportunity to problem solve, plan, and 
critically think through activities such as science or social studies projects (Karnes & 
Bean, 1990). Young people need to develop their leadership skills in real situations they 
deem important, which allows them to become actively engaged in the decision-making 
processes affecting their lives (Boyd, 2001; Des Marais, Yang, & Farzanhkia, 2000). 
Mulick (2009) stated,  
The headlines of today’s world tell of success coupled with greed, airing a fabric 
that has tattered values. Our society must take back our core values and principles 
and intentionally create good leaders through the design of an educational system 
that has a curriculum that provides leadership development for populations that 
are often marginalized by their circumstances. (p. 108)  
 
Leadership education uses skillsets that engage these students while enhancing 
their strengths as leaders as they interact with family and community members. Students 
are constantly reevaluating their roles in each of these contexts (Roach et al., 1999). They 




child with giftedness in leadership might be one who could balance many roles in the 
various aspects of life (Bisland, 2004). Everyone can learn to lead by discovering the 
power that lies within each one of us to make a difference and be prepared when the call 
comes to lead (Agno, 2008). In the 1954 Supreme Court case Brown v. the Board of 
Education of Topeka, Kansas, the Court's judicial majority declared "separate educational 
facilities are inherently unequal" (Robinson, 2005, p. 53).  
The field of gifted education has long sought to identify more students from 
traditionally underrepresented populations for high ability services. Leadership shows the 
most promise in the identification of children of color in gifted education although the 
use of leadership ability has, to date, proven to be especially difficult because leadership 
remains the most under-investigated aspect of several domains that define giftedness 
(Matthews, 2004).  
Just as gifted education can employ techniques that meet the needs of both gifted 
and typical learners in many respects through similar approaches, learners who are both 
promising and poor require special consideration (Roberts, 2004). Roberts (2004) stated, 
“Gifted education must come to value the role of diverse communities of learners at the 
student level, where different types of giftedness, learning needs, and other issues can be 
addressed through focused interaction for substantial learning time frames” (p. 7). The 
definitions of giftedness tend to focus narrowly on giftedness as a construct measured 
overwhelmingly, if not solely, by academic ability (Bonner, Jennings, Marbley, & 
Brown, 2008). According to Sternberg (2007), "Different cultures have different 




Bonner et al. (2008) said, “While there remains a limited amount of academic 
literature focusing on leadership as a component of giftedness, there is an even greater 
scarcity of literature specifically focused on leadership and African American gifted 
students” (p. 95) and other underrepresented groups. Children demonstrating talent need 
opportunities to hone and develop their leadership skills in a variety of settings (Roberts, 
2004). Public schools are one of those places.  
Unveiling Leadership Giftedness: The  
Hidden Dimension 
 
As the researcher, I wanted to know why leadership was included in the definition 
of giftedness and why it was not promoted within academic programming in gifted and 
talented education. Therefore, I began my research with this initial question before 
developing my formal research questions: “Why is leadership included in the definition 
of giftedness? Why is it hidden?”  
The literature review showed evidence that leadership giftedness has and 
continues to be a valued characteristic in every society. From the beginning, Plato 
advocated identifying the gifted and providing specialized education in metaphysics, 
science, philosophy, and military leadership (Colangelo & Davis, 1997; Davis & Rimm, 
1989). In 1972, the federal government commissioned a major report on gifted education 
(Marland, 1972). It included a definition of giftedness and talent that included leadership 
ability. That description remains one of the most cited definitions for the identified 
dimensions of gifts and talent and forms the basis for the definitions adopted (Marland, 
1972). Giftedness was defined as a characteristic evident in students who might 




problem-solving, and personal development. The inclusion of leadership as a dimension 
of giftedness was brought on board during the Sputnik era. 
 According to the Association for Educational Communications and Technology 
(AECT; 2001), scientific and political history was made on October 4, 1957 when the 
Soviet Union successfully launched Sputnik I--the world's first artificial satellite. This 
single event, more than any other, marked the start of the U.S.-Soviet Union space race. 
When this event occurred, Congress reached the conclusion that American schools and 
colleges were not producing the quantity and quality of scientific and technical specialists 
necessary to keep pace with the Soviet Union. This diagnosis propelled Congress to pass 
a number of emergency measures in 1958 including the National Aeronautics and Space 
Act (establishing NASA) and the National Defense Education Act. Subotnik, Olszewski-
Kubilius, and Worrell (2011) wrote, “These measures also addressed the need to ensure 
that students with gifts and talents received educational services that addressed the needs 
of a nation in the areas of technological development and innovation” (p. 11) to problem-
solve and make decisions that advance our nation’s future. Consequently, the Sputnik 
event allowed instructional programming for students to gain leadership skills. Thus, 
schools realized cultivating children’s talents and advancing their abilities in leadership 
provided society with leaders who would lead in business, government, and other 
professions.  
In 1978, Renzulli, provided a new operational definition for giftedness: 
Research on creative-productive people has consistently shown that although no 
single criterion can be used to determine giftedness, persons who have achieved 
recognition because of their unique accomplishments and creative contributions 
possess a relatively well-defined set of three interlocking clusters of traits. These 
clusters consist of above average, though not necessarily superior, ability, task 




"makes” giftedness. Rather, it is the interaction among the three clusters that 
research has shown to be the necessary ingredient for creative-productive 
accomplishment. (p. 185) 
 
Renzulli’s three-ring definition provided direction that would “capitalize upon the 
characteristics that bring gifted youngsters to our attention as learners with special needs” 
(p. 186) and addressed areas of humanness beyond academic abilities. Leadership is a 
natural trait for many children including children and youth identified at risk. Renzulli’s 
model addressed the development of leadership characteristics by looking beyond 
students’ cognitive skills to address specific characteristics that make up a child’s total 
being. When looking at the task commitment ring and motivation, Renzulli emphasizes 
the characteristics of leadership by underscoring perseverance, endurance, hard work, and 
self-confidence. This definition places more emphasis on looking at the total child 
including his/her leadership potential and leadership giftedness.  
The second half of this question is “Why is leadership hidden?” Matthews (2004) 
stated, “Leadership giftedness has been an identified dimension of gifted and talented 
education for over thirty years, but still has yet to be defined” (p. 78) and fully funded. 
According to Swanson and Lord (2013), policy is a powerful tool and often underutilized 
by many educators who may fail to be engaged in policy as a means to high-quality, 
sustained programming that develops our brightest youngsters’ minds and abilities. 
“Despite its importance in shaping our programs, the creation or development of 
educational policies are often ignored by working educators who see the creation of 
policies to be far distant from their responsibilities or their own influence” (Gallagher, 
2002, p. vii). In addition, teachers often do not receive proper training in leadership skill 




for developing leadership giftedness (Karnes & Riley, 1996; Smith & Smith 1991). 
Furthermore, leadership development has not been fully linked with academic learning 
success, which is driven by state standards via the curriculum, instructional practice, and 
assessments for all students.  
Identifying Leadership Giftedness 
 To identify leadership giftedness, several measurement tools for screening and 
identifying leadership skills have been developed over the last several decades. These 
tools fall under the category of observation scales for teachers, parents, and others who 
know the students well enough to rate the student’s performance ability with regard to 
leadership. These instruments rely mostly on measuring leadership traits.  
Pfeiffer’s (2009) Gifted Rating Scales (GRS) are a diagnostic tool that measures 
students' aptitude in six areas: (a) intellectual ability, (b) academic ability, (c) creativity, 
(d) artistic talent, (e) leadership, and (f) motivation. The leadership subscale consists of 
72 items that measure the child's ability to motivate people toward a common goal. Based 
on sample standardization, the reliability and validity coefficient ranged from .97 to .99. 
Coefficient alpha reliabilities for the sample of 122 students ranged from .98 to .99, 
reaffirming the GRS has excellent internal consistency. 
The Scale for Rating Behavioral Characteristics of Superior Students-Revised 
(SRBCSS; Renzulli et al., 2002) was originally published in 1976. The 10 scales were 
designed for teachers to observe and rate students’ behaviors in the areas of creativity, 
motivation, leadership, and learning using a Likert rating of 1-4 with 4 being high. There 
are seven items in the leadership scale. Validity and reliability for each scale in the four 




and Cronbach alpha = .964., science r = .573 and Cronbach alpha = .947, and technology 
r = .453 and Cronbach alpha = .959. 
 The Gifted Education Scale, Second Edition (GES-2; McCarney & Anderson, 
1998) was constructed to assist in the screening, identification, and educational program 
planning for students in grades kindergarten through 12th grade.  There are 48 items 
covering five categories: intellectual ability, creativity, performing and visual arts, 
specific academic aptitude, and leadership, which addresses 10 items on the scale. There 
is also an optional scale for motivation. Reliability for the GES-2 is .78 to .93 and the 
average coefficient alphas are .97 for general intellectual ability, .96 for academic skills, 
creativity and leadership, and .98 for artistic talent. 
 Karnes and Bean (1996) developed a 20-item social/leadership checklist for 
teachers to rate their observations of elementary and secondary students on the following 
attributes: (a) perceptiveness, (b) active interaction with environment, (c) reflectiveness, 
(d) persistence, (e) independence, (f) goal orientation, (g) originality, (h) productivity, (i) 
self-evaluation and (j) effective communication ideas.  Reliability and validity have been 
studied and standardized.  
 The Rating Scale for Leadership (Roets, 1986) is a 26-item Likert-type self-rating 
measure for students in grades 5-12. Respondents rated them on a 5-point scale of the 
frequency of each of the leadership behaviors listed including (a) communication skills, 
(b) leading others in group projects, (c) understanding the viewpoints of others, (d) 
admiring others who do great things, and (e) feeling at ease when asking for help or 
information. Reliability was .88 and split-half reliability was .85 with correlated items 




 The Murphy-Meisgeier Type Indicator for Children (MMTIC; Meisgeier & 
Murphy, 1998) categorizes personality types for children in grades two through eight. 
This assessment measures self-awareness, academic performance by examining student’s 
learning styles, and promotes awareness of emotional and behavioral growth. Results 
from the MMTIC assessment provide students with new awareness of their strengths and 
areas for growth and the differences they might have with friends, teachers, and parents.  
This measure has been standardized with over 4,000 students. Concurrent and content 
validity have been established (Meisgeier & Murphy, 1988). Cronbach’s alpha reported 
an internal consistency of .61 to .71 with an average of .64 and test-retest reported .69 to 
.78. 
 The Student Talent and Risk (STAR) Profile (Institute for Behavioral Research in 
Creativity, 1990) measures seven areas of performance. Twenty-five of the items pertain 
to leadership behaviors including responsibility communication, problem-solving, and 
working with others. This instrument has been standardized and studied for validity and 
reliability.  
 Leadership: A Skill and Behavior Scale (Sisk & Roselli, 1987) is a 33-item self-
rating-scale that measures positive self-concept, communication skills, decision-making 
skills, group dynamics, organizing, planning, implementing skills, and discerning 
opportunities. The internal reliability and split-half coefficients were at 0.80 and above. 
The test-retest reliability was reported as 0.49 and under in one of the samples. No 
information about reliability and validity were provided in the technical manual (Karnes 




 The Leadership Skills Inventory (LSI; Karnes & Chauvin, 1985) is a self-rating, 
self-scoring diagnostic/prescriptive instrument across the nine areas necessary for 
leadership in the adult world: fundamentals of leadership, written communication, speech 
communication, character building, decision-making, group dynamics, problem-solving, 
personal development, and planning. After the student completes all items, he or she can 
then plot the scores on the Leadership Skills Profile Sheet to determine areas of 
leadership to be strengthened. After completion of the instructional program, each student 
develops a plan for leadership based on something he or she wants to initiate or change in 
his or her school, community, or religious affiliation (Karnes & Meriweather, 1989). The 
LSI manual indicates the establishment of content, construct, concurrent validity, and 
internal consistency (Karnes & Chauvin, 1985). The LSI has been extensively used as a 
self-rating/self-scoring instrument for students in programs affiliated with the Leadership 
Studies Program offered during the summer at The University of Southern Mississippi as 
well as in other studies (Karnes & Meriweather, 1989; Karnes, Meriweather, & D’Ilio, 
1987). Of the few instruments developed, the LSI has been recognized as the sole 
assessment specifically designed to measure leadership in youth and children (Oakland, 
Falkenberg, & Oakland, 1996).   
 Hence, the evolution of instruments for screening and identifying gifted 
leadership traits in children is in a developmental stage although leadership has been 
included in definitions of giftedness for over 40 years. Although developing an 
assessment tool is important, a strong understanding of what constitutes leadership 





Leadership Education for Gifted Students Still Lacking 
Leadership education continues to be a concern in gifted education and for 
children with promise. It remains an abstract concept often ignored in school curricula 
(Karnes & Stephens, 1999).  According to Bisland (2004), “Many districts do not equate 
leadership education with traditional academic education” (p. 24). Florey and Dorf 
(1986) reported few gifted programs containing leadership education were found; schools 
are sometimes reluctant to provide programming to serve the needs of potentially gifted 
leaders (Bisland, 2004). Lindsay (1988) also argued leadership education has largely 
been neglected, although developing students’ leadership skills continues to be a hot 
issue in the debate of gifted education (Kim, 2009) today as the definition of giftedness 
continues to be revised.  
A shortcoming for the identification and placement process of children of color 
and of promise is the emphasis on testing versus assessment (Ford, 1994). Identifying 
students with promise using assessments allows for a complete picture of the child or 
youth versus using a score from a moment in time. Another concern addresses the 
instrument used for identification. These devices must be valid, reliable, and culturally 
sensitive. When these variables are not high or data are missing, the instrument becomes 
insufficient for identifying children with promise (Ford, 1994). In spite of the obstacles, 
measurement tools can become a reality to screen and identify leadership skillsets for 
development in youth when all considerations are taken into account. 
With that said, a paucity of programs does exist for supporting leadership 
development. For example, a service-learning program called the Civic Learning Institute 




University provides a leadership-training program for middle and high school youth. This 
program consists of rigorous classes, participation in volunteer activities, exploration of 
special interest topics, meetings with community leaders, and engagement in rich 
residential and recreational experiences. Over 100 students attend the program each 
summer. In 2003 and 2004, the CLI collected data to identify essential program 
characteristics and components as well as learn more about students’ perceptions of the 
leadership program. The following themes emerged:  
1. Learners became more actively involved in the process of their own 
learning;  
2. learners gained new respect and understanding for diversity through the 
program; 
3. learners gained self-confidence, a sense of personal responsibility and an 
increased desire to help others,  
4. learners gained an increased awareness of societal issues and the need for 
active engagement within their local community (Kunin, 1997; Lee et al., 
2008).   
In addition, leadership was cited as a skill or idea some students enhanced through their 
participation in CLI (Lee et. al., 2008). Furthermore, Lee et al. (2008) said,  
Given the many benefits of service-learning for all students and the particularly 
strong match between the goals of service-learning and the characteristics of 
gifted students, high-quality service-learning programs for gifted learners are 
indispensable. (p. 279) 
   
However, programs like the aforementioned are few and far between. Even with experts 




students has not drawn enough attention for educators to put it into practice despite its 
importance.  
If educational directives for the gifted ignore the need for leadership development, 
the leadership potential of gifted children might not become actualized or, at worst, might 
become misdirected (Karnes & Riley, 1996). Identified gifted students must have access 
to hone their leadership skills by connecting with students within their school who also 
exhibit leadership in their circle of influence. Gifted students can benefit from developing 
their leadership skills to connect with students from diverse backgrounds to work hand in 
hand in ways that address real life problems inherent to the community in which they 
live.  
Summary 
The notion of demystifying leadership giftedness can occur when a clearer 
description of leadership giftedness is delineated through the identification of essential 
attributes to be developed in children and youth. Although the study of leadership has 
many unanswered questions, what has been learned thus far is leadership is a process--a 
characteristic that develops overtime (Stogdill, 1974). Leadership can be developed in 
children and youth and the best place for this to occur is in K-12 public schools.  
Chapter II looked at leadership potential and leadership giftedness and its 
attributes from a historical perspective starting with the history of mankind’s 
identification of leaders, attributes, and actions through modern day schooling of children 
who need leadership training. The intent of this chapter was to look at the past to explore 
how leaders were selected and prepared to lead, and to support future research for 




this chapter shared why public schools are the best place to develop leadership potential 
and leadership giftedness in all children and youth and why it is important to identify and 
train children with promise as leaders for the future.  
This study was designed to examine key attributes every child should be taught 
using multi-tiered and diverse strategies to develop leadership potential and leadership. 
Using a phenomenological approach, this study examined the essence of leadership 
potential and leadership giftedness from diverse participants who have triumphed in spite 



















Leadership and learning are indispensable to each other. (John F. Kennedy, n.d.) 
All true meaning resides in the personal relationship to a phenomenon,  
what it means to you. (Christopher McCandless, n.d.) 
 In Chapter III, I provide a detailed explanation of the research study design, an 
overview of the selection methods of the participants, procedures, data collection, data 
analysis methods, trustworthiness, and ethical issues. This chapter also provides an 
explanation concerning the role I played as the researcher, my influence on the research 
study, and my sampling procedures as they related to the current study.  
The intent of my phenomenological research study was to (a) discover the 
attributes essential for leadership development for children and youth with promise; and 
(b) to support the notion for passing on learnings, beliefs, and values for leadership 
training from one generation to the next. Moustakas (1994) said, “The aim of 
phenomenology is the return to the concrete, the phenomena; captured by the slogan 
‘back to the things themselves” (p. 26). For this study, it began with the questions that 







 Guided by three research questions, the intent of this phenomenological study was 
to unveil leadership potential and leadership giftedness in children and youth. The data 
collection and data analysis employed vivid and rich descriptions to answer the following 
research questions: 
Q1 How does positive leadership develop among students identified as  
children and youth with promise but who were initially considered at-risk?  
 
Q2  What are the leadership attributes and skills needed to be taught for 
children and youth with leadership promise? 
 
Q3 What are the supports needed for leadership training for children and 




This phenomenological research study granted me, the researcher, the opportunity 
to explore the essence of leadership potential and leadership giftedness through the 
understandings and experiences of individuals who demonstrated personal success even 
though personal challenges were present during their childhood or youth. The skills and 
attributes needed to overcome personal challenges during childhood or youth are 
attributes associated with those of leadership. This phenomenological research study 
sought to explore the experiences of individuals who had overcome personal challenges 
while unveiling the attributes associated with leadership employed by them. I used 
phenomenology as my research approach, which involved studying a small number of 
subjects through extensive engagement to develop patterns and relationships of meaning 
from the data collected (Moustakas, 1994). I used natural settings to collect data, e.g., 
home, office or by telephone, to talk directly to participants and build relationships via 




patterns, categories, and themes from the initial transcriptions by organizing the data into 
abstract units of information and giving each item equal value. That foundation included 
relying on tacit knowledge, the unspoken information that makes up a person’s 
consciousness that everyone has, acquired through the behaviors of others; data from the 
lived experiences shared by participants; and my own knowledge and experiences with 
leadership, which is detailed in my researcher stance. 
Phenomenology 
Qualitative research focuses on the meaning and understanding of lived 
experiences with the researcher as the primary instrument. Qualitative researchers want to 
know how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what 
meaning they attribute to their experiences (Merriam, 2009). Phenomenologists also 
examine the phenomenon’s interrelatedness to self. Moustakas (1994) stated, “A 
researcher usually has a personal interest and close connection in what she or he wants to 
know about the phenomenon” (p. 60). As the researcher, I wanted to explore the 
interrelatedness of leadership potential and leadership giftedness as a phenomenon 
through the use of interviews, documents, and intuitive understandings so larger themes 
would be identified via an inductive process to examine leadership potential and 
leadership giftedness and its significance for children and youth. My goal was to 
understand the multiple social constructs of leadership and its attributes by shedding light 
on personal accounts of lived experiences from individuals who used attributes associated 
with leadership to overcome challenges and become productive and successful citizens. 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) developed a framework I used as a guide to better understand 




practice included (a) the balance of representation of stakeholders in the process of 
research, (b) participants’ narratives of their lived experiences, (c) specific facts about the 
phenomenon of leadership as a shared attribute for stakeholders, and (d) the actions by 
stakeholders that make a difference in the lives of others. This study was based on my 
epistemological position, which was formulated as follows: (a) data are contained within 
the perspectives of people who have lived-experiences that were challenging, adverse, 
and/or tragic during their childhood or youth but overcame those circumstances to lead 
successful lives as adult participants; and (b) because of this, I engaged with the 
participants in collecting the data. It is hoped the results of this study are used for K-12 
public schools when describing a set of leadership skills and/or training practices that 
could help educators develop leadership capacity in children and youth.   
Phenomenologists assume human experience makes sense to those who live it and 
human experience can be consciously expressed (Dukes, 1984). The first person 
experience was what brought meaning to this study by describing the phenomenon so it 
could be understood in a deeper, holistic, and comprehensive way than other methods 
could provide. This study examined the lived experiences of adult individuals who 
overcame challenges, adversity, and possibly the identification of being at-risk when in 
actuality, they were children or youth with promise yet to be fulfilled. Their personal 
successes in adulthood began in childhood where they developed attributes like self-
efficacy, self-advocacy, problem solving, and communication, which are associated with 
leadership. They learned to build upon their strength(s) and used interpersonal as well as 
intrapersonal skills to surmount personal challenges. I interviewed eight diverse 




attributes that provided theoretical knowledge from the participants’ personal 
philosophies, revealed their attitudes and understanding of leadership potential and 
leadership giftedness, while identifying essential attributes used to overcome their 
personal struggles.   
Participants 
This study began with an identification process to find individuals who met the 
criteria and were willing to participate in the study. The criteria used for the selection 
process included (a) identifiable, productive, and active adults contributing to the 
community in which he/she currently lived through their career and volunteer service; 
and (b) had overcome challenge and/or adversity during their childhood or youth.  
I used a combination of purposeful, nonrandom, and random selection in addition 
to snowball sampling with the intent of seeking out those who represented the widest 
possible range of the characteristics of interest for this study (Merriam, 2009). Mason 
(2010) said, “Qualitative samples must be large enough to assure that most or all of the 
perceptions that might be important are uncovered” (p. 1). Phenomenologists tend to rely 
on small samples of participants, typically 10 or fewer, to explore in-depth the 
phenomenon being studied (Polit & Beck, 2010). Using a phenomenological approach, I 
selected eight participants to share their lived experiences of leadership remembered from 
an earlier time in their childhood or youth via a face-to-face interview or the use of tele- 
conferencing. Operating through my guiding principles for the selection process, 
participants needed to meet the following inclusion criteria: (a) they experienced 




definition of leadership potential and/or leadership giftedness; and (c) they might or 
might not have been formally identified as children or youth with promise in their youth.  
I began this study by obtaining approval from the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) to conduct a phenomenological research study with adult participants to explore 
their lived experiences using leadership during their childhood or youth (see Appendix 
C).  To identify the eight participants for this study, I initially contacted 20 individuals I 
knew or met from my past 30 years working in K-12 public schools, through church 
activities, or other social events in my community including educational conferences, 
leisure activities, or work environments. Participants in the group included males and 
females. I sought out individuals who had lived in various parts of the United States or 
other countries and were drawn from cultural linguistic groups, e.g., African, African 
American, Asian, Hawaiian-Pacific Islander, or Latino/Hispanic. Additional criteria 
consisted of (a) the individual overcoming challenges, adversity, or tragedy during 
childhood or youth; and (b) had knowledge and experience in leadership.  
I also asked potential participants to recommend others who met the criteria and 
obtained that individual’s contact information. Three of the initial participants identified 
five additional individuals. This recruitment procedure, known as snowball sampling, 
supported my goal of identifying additional diverse influential leaders in the community 
as possible participants. The additional five potential participants were added to the pool. 
The final list consisted of 25 promising candidates for this research study.  
Next, I emailed 25 letters (see Appendix D) to the identified potential candidates 
who met the criteria of having overcome adversity during their childhood or youth. As 




that blocks or interrupts a pathway for reaching a goal. In addition, as the researcher, I 
purposefully wanted to add value to this study by having an inclusive pool of diverse 
participants who were representative of our nation’s larger population, especially since 
school demographics change. Having a diversified pool of participants promoted the rich 
descriptions that came from the data and was a valued aspect of interpretive paradigm 
research--the detailed account targeted to understand the phenomenon. In addition, I 
believed the representation of gender diversity and ethnicity/race would add value to my 
study of leadership and its attributes because it could provide data on common behaviors, 
goals, and themes that would strengthen the rationale for exploring leadership through a 
cultural and gender lens.       
After initial contact was made, the pool decreased to 18 individuals who met the 
criteria of the study and were available and willing to participate. Next, through the 
nonrandom selection process, I alphabetized each name again and created a new list. 
Each individual on this list was given a number starting with the number one, two, three, 
and so on until all names were numbered. Individual researchers hold explicit beliefs that 
are brought into the study (Mouton & Marais, 1990). As the researcher, I believed having 
a diverse group of participants would provide richer data and possibly reveal how the 
leadership phenomenon impacted gender and ethnicity/race. With this notion, I changed 
my process and used random assignment procedure to select the final participants; this 
allowed me to interview individuals I might not know very well or at all to decrease bias 
for personal choice in this study. I started at the top of the list and circled each even 




until eight individuals had been selected to ensure diversity of gender and ethnicity/race 
were also obtained.  
The eight final participants in this study were representative of diverse social 
economic levels, ethnicity/race, gender, and career choices (i.e., education, business, 
and/or a member of the Armed Forces). Diverse participants provided different 
perspectives of leadership potential and leadership giftedness, which helped the 
researcher employ imaginative variation when examining their lived experiences from 
different angles. This final looping supported my desire to add value to the study by 
examining diversity of gender and race/ethnicity for leadership skills and the attributes 
associated with it.  
Next, I reviewed the final pool of eight participants that was generated from using 
the nonrandom assignment method. Participants were invited to participate in this study 
via phone contact and letter (see Appendix D). The phone contact began the process of 
obtaining participants by sharing with potential participants the aim of the study and its 
intent. I explained the requirements for the study that included the interview session and a 
reflective writing exercise prompt. This phone contact was followed up with the letter 
that was emailed the day after the initial phone call. The letter provided the potential 
participant with an informed consent form to review (see Appendix E) to determine 
whether to participate or not. Then I contacted each interviewee by phone or email to 
schedule his/her interview session. Although there are a variety of methods for this type 
of study including interviews, conversations, participant observation, action research, 




participants using open-ended questions that related to themes of leadership potential and 
leadership giftedness.  
Each participant completed and returned the consent form (see Appendix E) and 
then participated in 45- to 60-minute individual interviews either face-to-face or by 
phone. The final participants in this study represented a diverse range of career choices, 
childhood locales, and lived-experiences. Each participant selected a pseudonym of their 
choice. Van Manen (1990) stated, 
To produce lived-experience descriptions, a researcher must: 
(1) describe the experience as you live(d) through it. Attend to how the body felt, 
how things smell(ed), how they sound(ed), etc.;  
(2) describe the experience from the inside as it were; the feelings, the mood, the 
emotions, etc.; and (3) focus on a particular example or incident. (pp. 66-67) 
 
Creswell (2007) said, “The composite description that presents the essence of the 
phenomenon called the essential invariant structure (or essence) is the product of a 
phenomenological study” (p. 62). I organized, presented, and analyzed the data to create 
a summary of the findings for this study. Frankl (1988) captured the idea of meaningful 
construction through phenomenology in the following quote:  
Phenomenology is an attempt to describe the way in which man understands 
himself, in which he interprets his own existence, far from preconceived patterns 
of interpretation and explanation such as are furnished by psychodynamic or 
socio-economic hypotheses. (p. 7) 
 
This study described the essence of the experiences of participants from their own 
perspective. 
Exploring Participants’ Lived Experiences Using 
Phenomenological Research 
Phenomenology fit best for this research study because it started from a 




phenomenon rather than explain it (Husserl, 1970). Phenomenology allowed me as the 
researcher the opportunity to obtain meaning from interviewees’ lived experiences while 
leaving out personal assumptions and biases. Phenomenologists are not interested in 
modern science’s efforts to categorize, simplify, and reduce phenomena to abstract laws 
(Merriam, 2009). Schram (2003) said, “Phenomenology is a study of people’s conscious 
experience of their life-world that is their everyday life and social action” (p. 71). 
Phenomenology focuses on the experience itself and how experiencing something is 
transformed into consciousness (Husserl, 1970). Phenomenology is an approach to 
understand the veiled meanings and the essence of experiences (Grbich, 2007). To get the 
essence of the underlying structure of the meaning of the experience, the 
phenomenological interview is the primary method of data collection (Merriam, 2009), 
which is the approach I used for this study.   
Interview procedures have been found to be useful in enabling researchers to 
develop first-person descriptions of diverse human experiences (Thomas & Pollio, 2002). 
Participants divulge their lived experiences by describing them as interpreted from 
hermeneutic existentialism phenomenology. Smith (1997) said, “Hermeneutic 
phenomenology is a research methodology aimed at producing rich textual descriptions 
of the experiencing of selected phenomena in the lifeworld of individuals that are able to 
connect with the experience of all of us collectively” (p. 80). Existentialism 
phenomenological methods focus on the human meaning of a phenomenon as it is 
communicated in participants’ descriptions of everyday life experiences (Pollio, Graves, 
& Arfken, 2005). Hermeneutic existentialism phenomenology in this study was the rich 




leadership potential or leadership giftedness during their childhood or youth.  
Furthermore, these individuals shared a common phenomenon with groups of people who 
had shared the same events or circumstances within this study. 
Description of Phenomenological Steps 
This study applied the methods of a phenomenological study including epoche, 
reduction, horizontalization, and imaginative variation. My approach to employing each 
step is detailed in the following paragraphs.  
Looking Inward as the Researcher 
As the phenomenologist, I began by looking inward and exploring my own 
experiences to become more aware of any personal biases and assumptions I might have 
had. These prejudices and assumptions were then bracketed, known as epoche, so I was 
conscious of preconceptions (Merriam, 2009). Epoche is the attitude used to refrain from 
judging whether a phenomenon does or does not exist. To bracket my own 
presuppositions at the onset of the study, I identified, recorded, and held in abeyance my 
preconceived beliefs and opinions. These notes were documented on my home computer 
using Microsoft Word. I also documented my thoughts on my lived experiences as a child 
facing adversity in a single parent home during the 1960s by typing memos to self of my 
musings. These notes were used as secondary data for my research study to ensure I had 
set aside my own thoughts and opinions to address the data from participant interviews in 
pure form. Because the human mind tends to forget quickly, written notes by the 
researcher are crucial in qualitative research to retain data gathered (Lofland & Lofland, 




eyes--the experience itself. My notes were recorded within 24 hours using a Microsoft 
Word document on my home computer to support the retention of information accurately. 
 Bentz and Shapiro (1998) said, “Data should be obtained from participants on 
how they think and feel in the most direct ways” (p. 96). To bracket participant interview 
responses, I focused on “what went on within” the participants and encouraged the 
participants to describe their lived experiences in simple common language reminiscent 
of the event as it occurred during their childhood or youth throughout the interview. I 
asked open-ended questions I assumed related to themes of leadership potential and 
leadership giftedness. These methods are forms of epoche or bracketing and were used in 
this study. 
Reexamination and Organization  
of the Data 
  The reduction process was the next step, which required me to reexamine 
transcriptions, statements, and notes to derive meaning from the interviewees’ 
experiences (Merriam, 2009). I collected large amounts of data from the interview 
process and the written reflective prompt. I analyzed the collected data to reduce and 
condense its quantity by organizing the data into categories and themes. By taking notes 
first, followed by the recording of the data on Word documents, I coded the data using 
the exact words of the participants. Next, I created categories based off of interview 
transcripts for each of the three research questions of the study. I placed emphasis on the 
commonality present in the diverse descriptions of the phenomenon using words and 
phrases from the transcriptions. The categories created were the collective thought 




process. I highlighted and noted repetitive words to create categories to reduce the 
amount of data so it became user-friendly for the research study.  
All Data Receive Equal Value 
Horizontalization began with the laying out of all data for examination at the 
analysis stage and treating it as having equal weight before being organized into themes 
(Moustakas, 1994). In the initial analysis stage, I highlighted all data from the written 
transcripts and reflective writing prompts to code words and phrases noted. I gave all 
items the same equal value as they were coded. These highlighted words led to emerging 
themes that provided a more complete understanding of leadership potential and 
leadership giftedness. Themes were categorized and cross-checked. I described the data 
in full detail by recording it on my home computer without assumptions to create a full 
description of the phenomenon.   
Different Perspectives for the Data  
Imaginative variation involved viewing the data through different lens, angles, or 
viewpoints. The researcher considered the data from various perspectives as if one were 
walking around a contemporary sculpture seeing different features from various angles 
(Merriam, 2009). To use imaginative variation, I examined the attribute of leadership 
shared by each participant through his/her lived experiences. I used diverse perspectives 
for imagining participants’ descriptions of lived experiences: (a) myself as an observer of 
the described phenomenon, (b) myself as if I were the struggle or adverse situation itself 
confronting the participant as he/she addressed the situation, (c) I visualized a different 
time or place for the lived experience to have occurred, and (d) I visualized the imagery 




documented on my home computer immediately after each written reflective prompt was 
returned. The interview transcript and written prompt provided detailed descriptions that 
revealed the attributes in which the adult participant valued and interpreted his/her lived 
experience of leadership potential and/or leadership giftedness and legitimized the value 
for developing leadership in children and youth. 
Data Collection Procedures 
I used the face-to-face interview or teleconferencing method to collect data. A 
recorded individual 45- to 60-minute interview was conducted with participants to gather 
information about their perceptions of leadership, personal experiences with leadership, 
and leadership attributes used during their lived experiences. The interview was shaped 
by the use of open-ended questions (see Appendix F) the participants had received via 
email or mail a week before the prearranged interview to decrease disruptions and help 
me use the time focused on the interviewee’s experience. Participants were interviewed 
and then given the written reflective exercise prompt that allowed him/her an opportunity 
to be reflective about their lived experience and to email it back to me within a week’s 
time to be included in the data analysis (see Appendix G). Furthermore, as I heard the 
described experience, I kept an open mind and described things as they were--not as I felt 
they should be (Moustakas, 1994). 
Interview Protocol  
Interview procedures have been found to be useful in enabling researchers to 
develop first-person descriptions of diverse human experiences (Thomas & Pollio, 2002). 
Each participant was emailed a copy of the demographic and open-ended interview 




pseudonym to provide confidentiality before meeting with me for the interview. The 
interview questions were used as a guide to enhance the conversation but not overtake it.  
Each question was to be used as a probe when needed to stimulate the consciousness of 
the participant. The interviews were semi-structured to allow the participant to advance 
the conversation and tempo, which supported the depth for details to be shared. I 
encouraged the participant by using active listening techniques (Schilling, 2012): 
1. Facing the interviewee; 
2. Maintaining eye contact; 
3. Being present in the moment;  
4. Keeping an open mind; 
5. Listening to the words and create a picture; 
6. Not interrupting and posing solutions; 
7. Trying to feel what the speaker was saying; 
8. Waiting for the interviewee to pause before asking for clarification;  
9. Asking questions to check for understanding; and 
10. Listening for what is not being said e.g. nonverbal clues. (pp. 1-2) 
 
   Beginning with a single open-ended question the interview was unguided, thus 
allowing the participant to speak openly about the phenomenon. Each participant was 
asked open-ended questions (see Appendix F), which was recorded and transcribed using 
the Livescribe® Echo Smart Pen recording tool. This recording pen allowed the 
researcher to listen, speak, and jot down notes while linking all recordings to notes taken 
during interviews. This method allowed for the “voice” of the participant to be heard 
clearly without distraction and before the data were analyzed.  
All interviews began with the following statement: “Please share a situation in 
your childhood or youth when you overcame a challenge.” The following criteria were 




1. Clarity and specificity: The question used everyday language that was clear 
and specific to the purpose of the interview and focused the participant 
toward providing an account of their lived experience. 
2. Sound judgement: Bias was eliminated by asking an open-ended question 
devoid of extraneous information. 
3. Openness for information flow: The participant was invited to share a lived 
experience of his/her choosing to promote honesty and candor with the 
interviewer. 
Throughout the interview process, the goal was to continue with follow-up 
questions until saturation of the participants’ perspectives of the phenomenon was 
reached. All interviews were recorded to capture interviewees’ responses, nuances for 
accuracy, for convenience, and for converting data into written transcriptions to be 
analyzed again and again throughout the study. Face-to-face interviews took place in the 
setting chosen by the interviewee (e.g., interviewee’s home, office, conference room, or 
my house). When the interview was finished, I gave a written reflective exercise prompt 
form to each participant to contemplate upon regarding how he/she used attributes 
associated with leadership during their childhood or youth (see Appendix G).  
Additional Data Source 
The reflective exercise prompt, along with probing questions from the interview, 
provided me time to explore and delve deeper into the participants’ lived experiences. 
Explanations and interpretations with descriptions of the experiences tend to be more 
detailed by writers when time is given to reflect upon a meaningful experience that 




thoughts about their lived experiences and return the writing piece by email or mail one 
week after their interview. This reflective writing prompt was another data source used in 
this research study. Participants were encouraged to respond in-depth to capture the 
fullness of their conscious experience of their everyday life during their childhood or 
youth. In addition, I encouraged participants to email me any other additional information 
relevant to the study that he/she wished to add within the next seven days. I also 
completed and kept a detailed audit trail. 
Transcribing the Data 
Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. I worked with a transcriptionist 
to transcribe the data from the interviews and written reflective prompts from each 
participant. Data were collected during the interview using a Livescribe® Echo Smart 
Pen recording tool. By tapping the Smart Pen on the Livescribe dot paper, I replayed 
audio from all recorded interviews. I connected the Smart Pen to a computer to allow the 
Echo Desktop software to transfer, save, organize, and play back interactive notes for 
transcriptions. All data from the interviews were documented verbatim in the transcript of 
each interviewee to help determine patterns and emerging themes. In addition, I 
determined if a follow-up interview was necessary or clarity of ideas needed to be 
addressed by listening to each participant’s recording. I emailed each participant his/her 
transcribed document after the recordings had been transcribed and asked that they 
review the transcribed document for accuracy within one week. Through this member 
check process, participants were able to provide additional feedback on the interview 




The final component in the interview design process was interpreting the data I 
had gathered during the interview process. I analyzed the transcribed interviews and 
written reflective prompt responses to find patterns of commonality and differences from 
participants’ responses. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
Data analysis is often performed by applying the hermeneutic cycle (see 
Appendix H) that constitutes reading, reflective writing, and interpretation in a rigorous 
fashion (Laverty, 2003). I followed qualitative research procedures for interpreting the 
interview data for this phenomenological study: the recording of rich thick descriptions, 
the creation of an audit trail, and member checks of transcribed data for the triangulation 
of collected data.  
I began the data analysis stage by listening to the recordings to ensure accuracy 
and understanding what was documented in the transcriptions. I read each paragraph line 
by line to identify concepts and categories known as open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 
1998). I took notes during each reading of the transcripts. I highlighted statements or 
phrases that addressed the experience of leadership potential or leadership giftedness that 
appeared to be important.  
I laid out the data for examination using horizontalization by giving each item 
equal value. I assigned each item, also known as comments and responses, a code.  
During this phase, I made “sense” out of what was just uncovered and compiled the data 
into sections or groups of information, also known as themes or codes (Creswell, 2007; 
Creswell, Plano-Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003). These themes or codes were 




2007). I examined and reexamined words and phrases from transcriptions until I saw a 
pattern of repeated phrases and felt the data had been saturated enough to provide in-
depth information for interpretation.  
Next, I wrote interpretive summaries of each interview. I checked my 
interpretations against the raw data. I identified common meanings and shared practices 
by comparing and contrasting transcripts and I recorded my reflections. I constructed 
categories after the reading of an entire transcript. I described and documented transcripts 
using imaginative variation to view participants’ statements from various angles 
including (a) time and place of event, (b) looking at themes from a childlike point of 
view, and (c) viewing categories from a leadership perspective.  
This categorization is known as axial coding or the process of grouping open 
codes. As required, I coded the data after reading it several times to identify categories 
that summarized what seemed to be emerging from the data. I looked for connections 
between items that allowed me to move from inductive reasoning based on interviews, 
documents, or observations to theory. I developed a list that was constructed of structural 
qualities of the experience to identify if any cluster of structural themes was evident. I 
placed the cluster of structural qualities into topics to employ universal structures as 
themes.  
Confirmability 
When themes were identified, I reviewed the data to look for further connections 
and to determine if categories needed to be deleted or combined. The checking and 
rechecking of the data throughout the study is known as confirmability. This method 




advocate” role in examining the process and evaluating results of the study. In addition, 
confirmability uses data audits that examine data collection and analysis procedures and 
make judgments about the potential for bias or distortion (Trochim, 2006). The check and 
recheck data method was used throughout this study along with having my advisor 
examine the process and evaluate the results. I typed the key words and phrases on a table 
inserted on a Word document using my home computer. Next, I printed and cut apart the 
table and glued the word or phrase onto individual note cards. I placed the data from the 
note cards in rows I created to connect words similar to one another. From laying out the 
data, I began to make categories that showed the word connections. Themes were 
determined based on this horizontalization method. A detailed description of the data was 
written once themes had been categorized and checked for confirmability by the 
researcher. 
By triangulating the data from interview transcripts, my notes and written 
statements were used to boost internal validity by comparing and cross-checking data at 
different times and from diverse participants with different perspectives. I triangulated 
the transcripts, written statements from all participants, and my personal notes recorded 
in the study along with a detailed audit trail of how I collected data, examined themes, 
and how coding decisions were made. The audit trail was documented on my home 
computer. I began my audit trail by recording my thoughts and personal musings about 
my personal experiences with leadership and skillsets from my childhood through adult 
experiences. I continued my documentation after each interview session with a 
participant. I recorded my thoughts to account for imaginative variation of the 




highlighted from transcripts to lay out for horizontalization. I created categories and 
documented observations until themes were identified and notated.  I recorded a 
summary of my findings and all items, e.g., transcripts, consent forms, member checks, 
and documented notations were stored using IRB handling procedures for confidentiality. 
Dependability 
This study was detailed enough for an inquiry audit to be performed for 
dependability. The audit trail I used provided data and relevant supporting documents to 
be scrutinized by an external reviewer, my advisor. For dependability, I also used the 
code-recode-code method that called for the researcher to wait at least two weeks after 
the initial coding of a data collection session before returning and recoding the same data 
and evaluating the results. In this study, I used the code-recode-code method and a 
methodological expert, my advisor, to examine the research design and implementation 
to confirm dependability for the transcripts and coding of this study. The two week 
waiting period was initiated for each participant interview and recorded in the audit log. 
Credibility 
Patton (2002) stated, “The credibility of the researcher along with rigorous 
methods and a fundamental appreciation of qualitative inquiry are three essential 
components to ensure for the credibility of qualitative research” (p. 552). These 
components included confidentiality for the participants and collected data, the checking 
of the interpretations against raw data, and the proper storing of data in a secure area. For 
qualitative research, Merriam (2009) said, “The most important question in qualitative 




member checks to address credibility. This method required me to solicit feedback on the 
emerging findings from some of the participants interviewed in the study.   
I also used member checks to allow all respondents to validate their lived 
experiences through the interview process and written information shared for this study. I 
provided all participants the opportunity to engage in the member checks process. I 
emailed each participant a copy of his/her transcript to review. I asked each person to 
validate responses, add comments or clarification as well as an opportunity to expand 
upon statements and concepts as warranted from the interview. Saturation from each 
person constituted saturation for the group.  Triangulation of the data using multiple 
sources (i.e., interviews, written reflective prompt statements, and notes) was used for 
confirmability by comparing and cross-checking data at different times and from diverse 
participants. I used reflexivity, the process of looking at self as the researcher, for biases 
and assumptions, which I noted in memos and in my Researcher Stance statement in 
Chapter I.  
Finally, selective coding, the process of defining and refining codes to tell a larger 
story, occurred followed by the examination of the relationship between themes 
(Merriam, 2009). I completed a written summary of findings followed by a conclusion 
and recommendations I learned from this study. I provided a debriefing session with all 
participants after all data were analyzed and I provided results as to participants’ insights 
and explanations. During the final phase of this study, I worked with another researcher 







Qualitative research does not use random sampling since the researcher wishes to 
understand the phenomenon at a deeper level and not to find out what is generally true of 
the many. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated, “Transferability should be provided by the 
investigator through sufficient descriptive data to make transferability possible” (p. 298) 
for the reader. At the onset, I used a nonrandom sampling to create a pool of potential 
candidates for this study. After gathering a list of 25 names that included using snowball 
sampling to identify additional potential candidates for the study, I contacted each person 
in the pool by phone and/or email to explain the study and criteria for participation. This 
initial contact led to a narrowing of the pool to 18 candidates who were willing to 
participate. Next, I alphabetized the 18 names and numbered each one starting with the 
numbers one, two, three, etc. until I reached 18.  
At this point, I chose to add a random sampling method to the study to be 
inclusive of race/ethnicity and gender to explore leadership and its attributes. After I 
numbered each individual by last name, I circled every second name on the list, reviewed 
the list by last name, and looped around to the top of the list again to create a final pool of 
potentially diverse candidates for my study. To decrease bias, the final list of eight 
included familiar and unknown participants identified through the use of snowball 
sampling and the circling of alphabetized names on the list. Transferability of a set of 
findings to another context depends on goodness of fit between the context of the study 
and other contexts (Ary, Jacobs, & Sorensen, 2010). For transferability, I detailed the 
findings of this study so potential users could make the necessary comparisons to 





To promote the generalizability of this study, I used a highly descriptive, detailed 
presentation of the findings to be applied to other contexts or to other groups by potential 
users. In addition, an audit trail, “a log” in a qualitative study, describes in detail how 
data are collected, how categories are derived, and how decisions are made throughout 
the inquiry (Richards, 2005). I created a detailed written log to explain how data were 
collected, themes were examined, and how decisions were made based on the findings 
from this study. 
This study on leadership potential and leadership giftedness included rich, thick 
descriptions of details, context, and emotion to allow for generalizability to future 
research using a nonrandom sample. I shared through the discussion the outcomes in 
terms of social meanings and values from the study. I also addressed biases and 
assumptions through the findings that addressed the research questions for this study. In 
the conclusion, I provided recommendations for future research. 
Data Handling Procedures 
Over a five-week period, I recorded interview data and then transcribed and 
analyzed it. All transcribed recordings were stored in a locked cabinet when not being 
used throughout my study. Data are being kept for a period of five years after the study is 
fully completed in a locked cabinet in a secure room. After five years, I will destroy all 
data by shredding written statements, journal notes, and memos from the audit trail and 







There were no risks to participants in this study. Each participant used a 
pseudonym for confidentiality and was identifiable only by the researcher advisor and 
me. Files were kept in a locked cabinet/computer to which only I, the investigator, had 
access. I adhered to all procedures for confidentiality and data storage and handling 
approved by the IRB (see Appendix C).  
Confidentiality 
 
Confidentiality for the participants and collected data is one of the essential 
components of qualitative inquiry to ensure the credibility of qualitative research (Patton, 
2002). Results of this study will be published but no names or identifying information 
will be included in the publication. Pseudonyms were used in this study to identify each 
participant and only my advisor and I had access to them. All data were stored in in a 
locked filing cabinet within a secure room for confidentiality purposes. In addition, the 
computer used for this study was also secured in the same room. The computer was 
password-protected for access and security purposes. 
Summary 
Training children to become positive effective leaders is an intentional action our 
nation must embrace to sustain and enhance the world we live in for future generations. 
Children and youth can rise above their circumstances and achieve success if they are 
provided the skills and supports to develop themselves fully. This chapter provided 
information about the type of qualitative theory used and the procedures employed to 
complete this study. Phenomenological strategies were used to address my biases and 




with equal value as it was organized into themes. Human emotions and feelings were 
examined to determine outcomes of each interviewee’s lived experiences and written 
statement. In addition, I provided information on how the eight participants were 
selected, the importance of examining gender and race/ethnicity, and the research steps I 
took as the researcher. 
Chapter IV provides detailed profiles of each participant, the data that were 
collected, and identified categories. It also describes themes that emerged from the data 













ANALYSIS, RESULTS, AND DISCUSSION 
 
 
 This chapter provides the rationale of why leadership is included in the definition 
of giftedness and why it is hidden from academic programming. This chapter presents the 
findings that emerged from data collected and includes a detailed analysis using the 
information collected from the interview questions (see Appendix F) and the written 
prompt (see Appendix G). Following the analysis are discussions on the emerging themes 
as identified through the organization of the data into categories after the interviews and 
written reflective prompts were completed. The presentation of themes derived from the 
categories and the description of the relationships between themes are discussed. The 
chapter concludes by addressing the research questions through the findings of the study 
to understand overcoming adversity through lived experiences using characteristics and 
traits associated with leadership.  
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the perceptions and 
lived experiences of adults now in leadership positions who have overcome challenges 
and/or adversity during their childhood or youth by using their leadership potential or 
leadership giftedness. Employing participants with diverse lived experiences was 
essential in capturing their perceptions of leadership. To study how individuals 
experienced the phenomenon, I established my research framework based on three 




Q1 How does positive leadership develop among students identified as  
 children and youth with promise but who were initially considered at-risk?  
 
Q2  What are the leadership attributes and skills needed to be taught for 
children and youth with leadership promise? 
 
Q3 What are the supports needed for leadership training for children and 
youth with promise? 
 
Bentz and Shapiro (1998) stated, “The intent of phenomenology is to understand 
the phenomena in the individual’s own terms--to provide a description of human 
experience as it is experienced by the person him/herself” (p. 96). Using in-depth 
interviews, data were collected and organized into categorizes and themes based on 
participants’ responses to interview questions and the reflective written prompt. 
Participant Profiles 
The following in-depth descriptions are intended to help the reader feel the 
substance of their stories. One of my secondary interview questions was “Share a 
situation in your childhood or youth when you overcame a challenge.” The following 
responses from each participant are provided as a representation of his/her voice. The 
format of each participant’s interview is as follows: (a) demographics, (b) early life, (c) 
leadership characteristic, (d) challenge/adversity, (e) overcoming adversity, and (f) early 
and later adult life. 
Oscar 
Oscar is a male elementary principal in his forties currently living in the mid-
west. Oscar grew up in Puerto Rico and identifies ethnically as Puerto Rican. He was an 
academically successful straight “A” student, participated in sports, was a member of the 
school’s safety patrol squad, and attended church regularly with family. Oscar also had a 




his age, stood up to a bully in third grade because it was the right thing to do, and was 
viewed as a leader by peers. Oscar exhibited confidence in all that he did but also knew 
when to get help from teachers if a situation arose that he could not handle. Oscar stated, 
“I was always driven to be successful. Of course it wasn’t not until I became older and 
wiser that I figured out what success meant to me.” Using the attributes of purpose, 
resilience, hard work, and effort with determination, Oscar became the person who made 
a difference in the lives of others--the person he believes he was meant to be. 
When he was 12, Oscar’s family moved to Texas. Impoverished with limited 
English speaking skills, Oscar entered his new school with much anger, frustration, and a 
desire to drop out of school. Playing sports was the one thing he continued to excel in 
with little effort and that did not involve a lot of communication skills. Yet, Oscar had 
numerous suspensions due to fighting even though his desire to play football remained 
his sole reason to go to school. When he was suspended, his parents were notified and 
reiterated their expectations of “school and homework first or no football.” Oscar 
recalled, “I had a history book and a dictionary. I would translate my homework that way. 
It took hours to do that! Hours”! Oscar used perseverance and determination to complete 
his tasks because of his goal to play professional football. He knew that in order to play 
sports or anything else to do with the school, he would have to take charge of his 
behavior by following his parents’ unwavering conditions and listen to his coaches. 
Oscar’s athletic coaches also talked to him about self-respect, self-discipline, and 
contributing to the team. Oscar began to understand his goal would not be realized until 
he learned to problem-solve situations versus fighting. Oscar knew about these traits from 




also had learned in his younger years to have faith that there is something bigger than us 
and our so-called plans. 
With effort and hard work, Oscar used his natural leadership skills of purpose, 
goal setting, and a willingness to help others by cutting grass and cleaning cars to earn 
money to buy clothes, purchase his first car, as well as getting a computer to complete 
homework. Oscar stated, “My family was poor, but my family taught me to work hard. 
They could not afford to buy me fancy football shoes, the computer or anything like that 
so I bought them myself.”  
While Oscar was still in high school, one of his teachers noticed he was “pretty 
talented” when it came to programming PASCAL, BASIC, and other computer 
languages. Oscar said, “I had an opportunity to intern at International Business Machines 
Corporation (IBM), but I turned it down to join the military instead.” For Oscar, the 
military is where he began to realize the difference between positive and negative 
leadership. He said, “Being in the military for me was good leadership.” Oscar served 
three years in the army, worked at night, and took college classes during the day. He 
became an avid reader during this time. Although Oscar went into the military right after 
high school, he did get a chance to play college football for a brief time at a university in 
Texas. As a 21-year-old “walk on” red-shirt freshman, a football player who was in his 
first year of athletic eligibility but a second year college student, his dream had not died 
and his determination was even stronger. Oscar suffered injuries that decimated his 
opportunity; therefore, he realized his dream of playing football was over. 
Oscar also went on a mission trip with a friend who taught him to be humble. He 




friend told him he would have to pay his own expenses and the trip was not going to be 
the vacation he envisioned. Oscar went anyway, built houses, and enjoyed being able to 
help others in need. When he returned, Oscar worked a series of jobs after graduation.  
He said, “I painted houses, and worked in sales. I was also asked to teach a third grade bi-
lingual class as a substitute while still in the military.” Oscar said,  
I don’t know what happened or if something clicked, but there was something 
inside of me that wanted to do something and it had to do with service. I just 
happened to get into a teaching job by accident even though I was scheduled to go 
to the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI) academy.  
 
Oscar did not know if he wanted to teach but when he started teaching, something 
clicked. He said, “You know what? This is what I want to do!” Oscar saw himself in 
those third grade students. He said, “It wasn’t about the money any longer when I began 
working with third grade bi-lingual students.” Making money had always been in the 
back of his mind since he grew up in poverty and Oscar had taken a job working in sales 
where he was making over $100,000 a year. Oscar said, “It was about this passion for 
helping others.” Oscar began teaching as a long-term substitute teacher because he 
wanted to make a difference in the lives of children. His new passion drove him to 
graduate from college within three years, complete an alternative licensure program to 
obtain his teaching license, and find his “why” at the same time. Through his willingness 
to adapt, change, and grow, Oscar found his passion in a third grade classroom. Oscar 
said, “If you have a strong enough ‘why’ then G.R.I.T. (guts, resiliency, integrity, and 
tenacity) comes automatically because you have a why.” He found his true passion in the 
field of education. Oscar stated, “So here I am, I just couldn’t believe I became a teacher, 




but I love it! It’s not I gotta go to work today, for me it’s I get to go to work. I’m walking 
my purpose!” 
Neicy Bed 
Neicy Bed, a Human Resource Manager from Ohio, is an attractive African 
American female in her 50s. Neicy Bed came from a poor family and was taught to 
always take care of what you had. During her early years, she remembered the love and 
support provided by relatives and church members who boosted her self-esteem on a 
regular basis. She stated, “Adults made me feel special and I trusted them. They always 
called me queen or princess and let me know they thought I was gorgeous.” The saying 
“It takes a village to raise a child” is a concept Neicy Bed experienced first-hand. She 
stated, “Everyone was involved in your business. Everybody encouraged you to do 
better.” Neicy Bed always tried to be that good person whom people expected her to be 
even though she was the youngest in the family and was teased often. Using the attributes 
of self-confidence, trust, fairness, honesty, and encouragement, Neicy Bed learned the 
power of words through purpose, knowledge, and communication while building upon 
the greatness evident in other people. 
Neicy Bed stated, “Growing up I had a mouth complex even though I consistently 
received positive affirmations from family and church members. I had low self-esteem 
issues. I hated my mouth, big lips and teeth and all through my school years it caused me 
pain.” During her last year in junior high school, Neicy Bed enrolled in a Spanish class 
for fun. She felt this class would be her last “free” class because in high school the 
expectations and requirements of classes would change and everything counted. During 




pronounced the words incorrectly. She felt the teacher’s comment placed her in the 
spotlight of the classroom. She described the situation as horrifying, especially because a 
teacher, a person of trust, made the comment. She stated,  
When he drew attention to my pronunciation, I felt like the teacher didn’t care 
about me. I felt like wanted to just go and hide. I was so embarrassed, and a lot of 
kids laughed. I thought maybe he just didn’t like girls, and it was some sort of 
tactic that he used. I had tried to always carry myself in a way that made people 
proud of me. 
  
Nevertheless, Neicy Bed felt the situation was intentional as though the teacher 
did it to make her feel like she was not getting the Spanish course. She stated, “It was 
hurtful! My teacher had let me down because he was in a position of trust and he shut me 
down to the point where I wanted to be invisible that day onward.” Neicy Bed became 
the butt of jokes made by peers from then on. She stated, “It still feels horrible and it 
stays with me even today although I am much better about it when I get up and speak in 
front of people now.”   
But on that day, Neicy Bed never wanted to speak in class again. Yet, she knew 
she could not skip or drop out of the class so she met with her “sidekicks,” her friends as 
she called them, after class. With their support, encouragement, and a few choice words 
about the teacher including “jerk” and “asshole,” Neicy Bed reentered class the next day. 
From then onward, Neicy Bed became invisible in that class and put forth minimal effort 
to finish the class. She stated,  
I wasn't going to let him, or anybody else make me feel like I wasn't going to be 
successful in whatever I decided to do. Luckily, I had really great relatives that 
loved me and boosted my self- esteem. I also knew I had to finish the class in 




So Neicy Bed put more energy into being the best she could be. She said, “I always tried 
not to be ugly in my behavior or appearance.” Neicy Bed also met her first boyfriend in 
10th grade. This relationship also boosted her self-esteem. 
Neicy Bed said, “People have always seen potential in me even when I don’t 
know I have it.” During the summers of junior high school, Neicy Bed worked in a 
summer program cleaning parks around the city. When she had finished her first year of 
high school, Neicy Bed’s supervisor asked her to become a supervisor of a clean-up crew. 
She was told she had potential to lead the group. At first, she was afraid to accept the 
position because she had never led people before and wondered how she would get 
people to do what needed to be done every day. However, she learned to lead by 
identifying the purpose coupled with her desire to have a little extra money in her pocket. 
Neicy Bed stated, “I learned that there had to be a goal that these young people needed, 
especially since we were all very similar in age. I got good at it during my three years as 
supervisor by setting a goal and asking which job did each person want to do.” When she 
gave her peers choice, they completed the task more readily and then everyone had time 
to joke around and have fun when the goal was completed. Neicy Bed stated, “We 
actually finished early most days.”  
When Neicy Bed graduated from high school, she joined the military at age 19. 
One of the first things she wanted to do was visit the dentist. She had made it through 
school with affirmation and support but Neicy Bed still wanted to have braces for her 
teeth as soon as possible. She was even willing to get dentures by having her teeth pulled 
if that would solve her dilemma. Her dentist told her he would not pull perfectly straight 




Neicy Bed was asked to lead again but this time, she was leading troops in her 
section. These two events overlapped one another. The affirmation and transformation 
made a difference. She said, “I did very well as a section leader and as I moved on in my 
military career, people have always called on me to lead. I believe people trusted me.”  
When Neicy Bed left the military, she started at the bottom again and worked in 
the civil service field. During this time, Neicy Bed never wanted to lead again because 
she liked the work she was doing. She was not planning for her future as a leader but she 
received a call from her supervisor and once again she was placed in a lead position. 
Neicy Bed stated, “People have always recommended me to do something with a 
leadership role. While I would probably not have branched out on my own to do it’s a 
blessing in itself that other people saw what I did not want to see.” 
Looking back, Neicy Bed stated, “I was definitely not thankful for and could not 
understand the purpose for the situation in the Spanish class.” Yet, she believed she was 
“destined for great things.” She stated, “I did not know what that idea meant, what that 
looked like, but what I knew for sure was that I definitely wanted to be a winner.” 
Through her experiences Neicy Bed stated, “With self-worth I had the ability to always 
see greatness in other people. In turn, they would say you know, you don't realize you 
have these attributes as well.” Today, Neicy Bed is thankful for the challenges of her 
youth, has found her purpose by putting positive things in the atmosphere, and expects 
things to get back to her that way.  
Miss Not One  
Miss Not One is a retired grandmother in her 60s who identifies as a Northern 




Not One identified herself as a person who was not a victim of circumstances that kept 
her from being successful. She described herself as feeling empowered when she took 
action and stood up for herself when bullied by a classmate. Feeling confident, she 
embraced opportunities to protect others who were taunted, left out, or hurt by others and 
she used knowledge as her mantra. Miss Not One’s name is associated with leadership 
because it reveals the transformation of a person feeling powerless to someone who is 
competent, confident, and not one to mess with anymore.  
Miss Not One’s dad served in the military and the family moved several times 
during his career. When the family finally settled in Colorado, she took on what are 
known as adult responsibilities. She described herself as an overweight, “fat” child and 
the older of two children. Her outward appearance played a big role in how she was 
treated during her childhood. Using the attributes of self-confidence, intelligence, 
responsibility, interpersonal skills, determination, and hard work, Miss Not One learned 
that being smart alone does not make you a leader. Nor do intimidation, negative words, 
or overbearing behaviors. She learned to self-advocate as a child and found a sense of 
humor did not hurt as you journeyed through life.  
When Miss Not One was 10-years-old, she decided she was capable of being 
responsible; therefore, she made a decision to show it. Both of her parents were often 
working when she came home from school and she did not believe she needed or wanted 
a babysitter any longer. Miss Not One stated, “My mother was not a stay-at-home mom 
and my dad was in military service, and then became a civil servant so he wasn’t around 
a great deal, I knew I was capable of babysitting myself and my brother who was three 




and keep her brother out of trouble. She found out watching her brother was a bigger 
responsibility than she realized, which brought out Miss Not One’s self-doubt and 
anxiety when she realized she could not stop her brother from getting into trouble 
sometimes. Miss Not One questioned herself: “Am I really smart and strong enough to 
handle these situations?” One day, she realized she could not cope because things went 
“wild and crazy” and she could not handle it at that particular age--so she sought help:   
I was not afraid to intercede so I asked for help from a neighbor to help me with 
my brother. I learned that I was not the sole person in the whole wide world and I 
could go to other people or sources to help me through whatever situation I was 
in. I learned to self-advocate at an early age since this experience was definitely 
my challenge all the way until I left for college.  
 
In addition, Miss Not One identified herself as the “fat” child in a remedial 
reading class while in elementary school. She stated, “Being fat, you’re separate; you’re a 
minority group for all intents and purposes.” Her peers often bullied her. One day, a 
teacher came and removed her from the reading group. When that occurred, Miss One 
began to improve in reading as her self-esteem grew. She stated,  
Being removed from the remedial group gave me more confidence. Being a fat 
child – somewhere along the way I decided since I wasn’t beautiful, I wasn’t 
athletic, I would use my intelligence. This would be my primary goal, because 
fortunately I had something to work with.   
 
Miss Not One also determined that being teased was part of her existence and 
after a while, she just stopped hearing it. In her generation, consequences were feared so 
stepping up to people meant there could be negative outcomes, which would not be worth 
it such as parent or teacher disappointment or even worse. At one point, though, Miss Not 
One did say, “That’s enough” but to no avail. 
Sometime after that, two boys standing behind her in line decided to tease her 




of it” to herself. Aloud she said, “If you’re going to talk to me, face me. Don’t do it 
behind my back!” Then she turned and slapped the boy who was talking. She stated,  
No, there was no thought of consequences from the principal, which did not 
occur, but I did experience a feeling of empowerment. I had taken responsibility 
for my action and I stopped a situation that I was sick and tired of.  It felt like I 
actually made it. Like I was being a normal child again and it was because of my 
mind. 
  
Miss Not One learned her outward appearance did not make that much difference 
because she had her intelligence: “It gives you a sense that you are smarter than half the 
class. They may be able to run that mile, but shoot, I could get those better grades. 
There's a lot of ego involved in growing up, especially when you spend as much time 
alone as I did without parent involvement.” 
From that day forward, Miss Not One felt confident enough to “march forward no 
matter what. …I am who I am. It makes me who I am.” Thus, Miss Not One began 
standing up for other children who were bullied. She became more confident and more 
self-aware of what she could do with her intelligence. She became known as the smart 
child versus the fat child. She learned to get along with everybody by problem-solving, 
learning how to read people by watching their body language, and listening to what they 
had to say. She built relationships. Miss Not One said, “By asking leading questions to 
find out other people’s interests I discovered which subjects should not be touched and 
which subjects could be touched. I learned by trial and error.” Not judging other people’s 
appearance and being more sensitive by not judging others boosted her ego during her 
junior high school days as well.   
During high school, Miss Not One’s mom had back surgery and her father was in 




she was able to get back on her feet. Miss One stated, “I had to take care of her and do all 
the many things one must do for someone who is bedridden. I continued watching my 
brother as much as possible. I figured if I can deal with all this stuff if I can lead 
anybody.” With confidence, a sense of empowerment, and the desire to be the smartest 
person in the world, Miss Not One kept up with her studies, lost 85 pounds during her 
high school years, and learned to be tactful by saying things that are really bad in a very 
nice way.   
After high school, Miss Not One attended college and graduated with degrees in 
French and History. She married her college sweetheart, a military pilot, and spent the 
next 20 years traveling the world and working in various career fields: retail sales, 
banking, and teaching English as a second language. She also raised two beautiful 
children along the way. As an Air Force spouse, she was a self-described fearless leader 
of the Officer’s Wives Club, which included community service activities, representing 
the organization at official functions, and supporting and encouraging the wives of 
military servicemen. Responsibility for other people continues to be a major factor in her 
life today as she volunteers, helps raise her granddaughter, and supports the needs of 
children and families in the community in which she lives. 
Mary One 
Mary One is a teacher in her 40s who described herself as a Mexican immigrant 
who, along with her parents, did not speak English as they crossed the border into Texas. 
Mary One was very nonchalant about her pseudonym. The name Mary was chosen out of 
familiarity, but the One was added without clarity. Throughout the interview, the name 




the phone interview process and the distraction of a child who was ill. During the 
member check, the question was asked whether to change the name of Mary One to 
ensure that was appropriate and comfortable for identification purposes for the research 
study. She stated it was okay with her or I could change it if I wanted.  
Mary One was about nine years old when she crossed the border with her parents. 
Mary One spent her childhood learning English, adapting to change, and learning how to 
get her needs met while in and out of school with minimal parental direction. Although 
her mother was a teacher, Mary One stated, “We had no rules, no parameters, and no 
structure during my childhood.” Using the attributes of responsibility, organization, and 
self-advocacy, she became resilient as she faced challenges throughout her school years. 
Changes petrified Mary One and the move to Texas did not help. In addition, she 
was frustrated with her family’s language barrier since they did not speak English. She 
had to listen very carefully to foreign voices, sounds, and pronunciations that were not 
familiar to her and then quickly try to absorb as many as she could into her own language 
development. However, Mary One was a quick learner and was able to translate 
information for her parents and siblings within the first three months of the move.  
Mary One started school second semester as a fourth grader in an English only 
school (EOL) once the family settled in Texas. Because of her ability to learn quickly, 
she was moved to a more traditional elementary school and did not receive EOL services 
any longer. This transfer was another change in Mary One’s life. She stated,  
My friend of twenty years plus reminded of this incident. When I arrived in the 
traditional school, I apparently ran out of the classroom crying and stood outside 
of the door. I was petrified. My friend recalls that she got out of her seat and went 
to the top of the classroom where the door was and because she knew, a little 




me right next to her. I sat next there the rest of the day and we have been friends 
ever since.  
 
Moreover, Mary One was a fluent Spanish reader in Mexico and her skills 
transferred easily for simple English text. School officials at the traditional school 
evaluated her using the California Achievement Test; when her test results came back, 
she was sent to a middle school where she received services for children identified with 
giftedness. 
Mary One also had negative influences in her life that included being bullied by 
second-generation Mexican-American students. She was the butt of many jokes, ethnic 
slurs, and name calling. She stated, “It certainly helped swerve my learning to an 
accelerated level. I certainly did not enjoy being called names. It inspired me to further 
action on my own behalf.” Motivated by these negative influences to take action, 
assimilation and acculturation became her tools of choice provided by a boy on whom 
she had a crush. Mary One learned to use appropriate American humor and profanity 
provided by her friend to adapt to her new life in Texas. Teachers also taught her how to 
get her needs met. Mary One sought new experiences to learn while dabbling with 
technology in her elementary years. She volunteered in the library by organizing and 
filing books during her secondary years and added collecting and sorting band uniforms 
in high school. She said, “I am the person who always knew where everyone should be 
and what they should do.” Mary One’s parents had always used a laissez-faire parenting 
style of natural consequences throughout her youth. She said,  
My parents believed that a person would learn whether you do what you are told 
to do or if you choose not to do the right thing natural consequences will occur 
either way. I had to rely on my own sense of drive and my own sense of schedule 




those first few years since mom and dad never punished us or had consequences 
for us even if we did poorly in school. 
 
Mary One graduated from high school and used her scholarship from the Minority 
Youth scholarship program (MATCH) to attend college at the University of Texas. She 
became a teacher who always encouraged students to self-advocate.  “I encourage them 
to ask for support. I encourage them to ask questions. I encourage them to ask me 
questions. I encourage them to challenge me, to challenge what I do and to ask for 
explanations in a safe place,” she said. Mary One is also passionate about helping 
students in the 21st century. She stated, “The development of personalized learning, that 
interest, that interpersonal area, may be beneficial for many of the hidden needles in 
schools even if it’s difficult to be on the forefront. Leadership is difficult. Leaders must 
try new things even if they fail.” Mary One also learned personal drive, self-
responsibility, and self-advocacy made a difference in her life. She also learned to listen 
to friends, seek mentors for assistance, and to look within herself to know that change 
brings risks but not trying and possibly failing is a worse fate. 
Bruce Wayne 
Bruce Wayne, a retired Caucasian male in his 50s currently works as a U.S. Air 
Force Civil Servant. Due to his dad’s military career, seven years of his childhood was 
lived in Maryland. He lived in many other places including Germany but for shorter 
periods at a time. Bruce Wayne took the pseudonym of Superman’s humanness. He 
identified with Superman as a character who helps others. This participant learned he 
could make a difference in the life of others but first he learned how to help himself 
through hard work and effort. Bruce Wayne became aware he was worthy of more than 




determination, integrity, and resilience, he received recognition from teachers, coaches, 
and his scout leader. He was given opportunities to lead, to assist others in need, and to 
excel through expectations and success in and out of school. Bruce Wayne enjoyed the 
affirmations that came with his new sense of self. The name Bruce Wayne is associated 
with success as the mild manner reporter who transformed himself to become Superman--
a friend and hero to those who need saving. He described himself as a military brat who 
grew up all over. He constantly had to make new friends and adjust to a new life style. 
Using the attributes of integrity, respect for self and others, hard work, and responsibility, 
Bruce Wayne shaped others to lead. 
Bruce Wayne was a capable student who was always expected to maintain a “C” 
average or higher in school as he moved from place to place with his family’s military 
relocations. He adjusted to new environments by trying to fit in with peers at each school. 
During his junior high days as an eighth grader, he spent most of his time trying to 
impress friends. He stated, “During those years you are still trying to find yourself.  
You're still trying to see what's good, what's bad.” Therefore, when grade reports came 
out and students were celebrating their grades, Bruce Wayne felt gloom and doom 
approaching. His grade report showed failing grades and he knew his dad, a Special 
Forces Officer, would be truly disappointed in his son, especially since failing anything 
was not an option. However, Bruce Wayne knew he could not hide or destroy the report. 
He stated, “I buckled up and showed my dad my report card not caring about the 
repercussions or the outcome of not at least getting a C in our household.  At dinner that 
night, Dad gave the lecture that I listened to with an attitude that showed I did not care 




integrity, and responsibility as taught by his parents, Bruce Wayne exhibited a little bit of 
anxiety and a bit of disdain as he listened to the talk from dad.  Bruce Wayne said, “That 
attitude led to some old fashion discipline, which was meted out when he saw me roll my 
eyes. That was my motivator.”   
Bruce Wayne buckled down after that and applied himself to his studies using 
self-management. He stated, “I got my assignments from my teacher, came home and 
completed them right away and studied repetitively.” Bruce Wayne made the honor roll, 
which was shocking to him. This was a first. He then realized hard work actually worked! 
So he kept doing it over and over again. Bruce Wayne said,  
Things changed for me because I applied myself using self-discipline. To do well 
and to take care of things you are responsible for pushed me to seek out more 
responsibility. I began to help other kids with their assignments as teachers asked 
me to, especially since you always did what the teacher said in those days. 
 
Bruce Wayne felt good about his new work effort and accomplishments so he 
decided to try something new and joined the track team. The coaches thought he was a 
pretty good hurdler and asked him to show the other team members his technique. Bruce 
Wayne stated, “I was told to watch the other hurdlers jump so I could critique their 
jumping and stuff. I don’t know if that was leadership or if I was just doing the technique 
properly. In those days you just did what the coaches told you to do also.”  
In the high school science class, Bruce Wayne did well in electronics, especially 
when it came to science projects: “I did so well the teacher told me and another student 
that if we failed the exam we would still get an ‘A’ in the class. He also told us to walk 
around the class, take our practicals and help other students. I go like, Sweet. That’s 
pretty cool.” Bruce Wayne also had a brief stint in the Boy Scouts when he lived in 




leader and help complete projects. Bruce Wayne stated, “I enjoyed the experience of 
leading and developing my character.”  
After high school, Bruce Wayne joined the Army. After a nine-year stint in the 
Army, Bruce Wayne joined the Air Force as a member of the Security Forces Squadron. 
The leadership there tapped into his prior Army service and he was placed in charge of a 
squad known to have disciplinary issues. Bruce Wayne stated, “These 13 guys needed to 
be whooped back into shape.” Using his military training and leadership from the army, 
he was successful and very proud of the guys and himself. He said,  
I got 12 out of 13 to turn their act around and become more productive within the 
organization for the betterment of our immediate organization and the Air Force. 
One guy decided to quit all together because he wasn’t going to conform. It was 
pretty enlightening and encouraging that I actually was able to affect those 12 
airmen’s lives and turn them around from being kind of like the bad news bears to 
being stellar airmen and security forces members.” 
 
In addition, to top it all off, two of Bruce Wayne’s airmen went on to become squad 
leaders themselves.  
Bruce Wayne finished his Air Force stint, retired, and then went to work as a 
Civil Servant for a military branch. Bruce Wayne summed up his lived experience by 
stating, “Character is doing something for somebody else that cannot do anything for 
you. Build upon what people have already inside of them, but they do not know that they 
have. I think that will help build better leaders.” Through hard work, integrity, 
responsibility, verbal communication, and a willingness to help others, Bruce Wayne 
became proud of his own accomplishments, which motivated him to do even more. 
Jeffrey 
Jeffrey is an African American male in his 40s. He grew up in a small town in 




relative of some sort. His grandparents raised Jeffrey and his siblings and taught him to 
believe in himself regardless of the situation. Using self-confidence, resilience, integrity, 
and self-awareness, Jeffrey found a way to never break promises. 
At the age of two, Jeffrey became deathly ill. He said, “I was very sick, and I had 
a really horrible fever.” He recovered after a while but was unable to walk and talk. He 
had to learn to walk and talk all over again. In the process of learning to acquire 
language, he developed a very bad stuttering problem. Jeffrey said, “I had to learn to 
overcome this challenge because the stuttering was really bad. I stuttered through my teen 
years that’s how bad it was. I was self-conscious, very quiet, and bitter throughout my 
childhood because of it.” Whenever he spoke, he was teased and bullied, even by 
relatives. Jeffrey said, “I believed I was cursed.” He did not realize things happened 
through no fault of your own.   
When Jeffrey turned seven, he accidently burned down the home in which he, his 
siblings, and grandparents were living. He was left with a visible scar on his body.  
Knowing his grandfather had cried because of the fire and the loss of everything they 
owned, Jeffrey became very angry and bitter. He said, “God does not like me!” Although 
he wanted to drop out of school, he knew that was not an option and there was no way to 
do it without his grandparents finding out. He had to go to school, church, and anywhere 
else; he went in town and faced his bullies each day and now they had another reason to 
tease him. He had to deal with the lack of understanding he needed from so many of his 
peers. 
Because of his stuttering, low self-esteem, and frustration, Jeffrey became a poet 




what he had seen.  Jeffrey said, “Poetry was my outlet to really express just how I was 
feeling without saying a word.” He also knew he had to face the challenges of other 
people’s problems. Jeffrey explained,  
The best way to describe the problem was through my own self-awareness and 
self-discipline. I had to start taking the time to really focus on my speech, to focus 
on my lessons and along the way the self-confidence. I knew that if I kept doing 
what I was doing eventually I would be seen as a person who could make a 
difference. 
  
After a while, the words and expressions Jeffrey received from teasing no longer phased 
him.  
He also had two teachers in his elementary school who made a difference in his 
life. His second grade teacher encouraged him, especially after the fire occurred. Jeffrey 
stated, “My second grade teacher told me I was going to be a special kid, but I didn’t 
know what that meant, but she helped me feel good about myself.” What he knew was 
affirmation made a difference in his life. In addition, Jeffrey’s fourth grade teacher spent 
a lot of time with him helping him learn to communicate clearly. He stated, “She started 
working with me slowly at first to pronounce words and then I got better over time. Even 
though I speak well now I still prefer to write versus having a lot of conversation.”  
In spite of his anger, his grandparents kept telling him to keep his head up, 
carefully choose his words, and to breathe. Jeffrey said, “I am grateful for a support 
system of family, friends and special teachers.” He also had a few classmates who 
supported him as well by teaching him toughness. What Jeffrey learned was affirmation 
and caring people made a difference in his life. Jeffrey stated, “You know, in life, you 





As time passed, Jeffrey made a promise to himself not to bring harm or shame to 
self or to family ever again. He said, “I didn’t know I was a leader, but I knew inside of 
me I wanted to be my own boss, have my own ideas. Deep down I knew if anybody can 
get something done it was me.” He also learned he could do more if he let go of the pain 
of his past. Jeffrey’s analogy of the Chicken Coop Syndrome summed up how he let go 
of bitterness and anger: 
You know, after a certain time the chicken’s wings get stronger, and stronger and 
after a while you feel like (the chicken) you know, I'm smothering, so I need to 
get out of this box that I'm in and try and get something else that’s different. And 
so I, always felt like when I got to that point of being in that box feeling then I 
knew that I had another goal or another mission that I had to accomplish. And 
right now, where I was I wasn’t going to make it. I had to overcome the teasing, 
the anger and the bitterness. 
 
Moving forward as he became mentally stronger, Jeffrey made good grades and 
began playing football and basketball in high school. Sports also helped him become 
more accepted by peers. Jeffrey said, “I was pretty good in sports and over time I became 
accepted based on what he was able to do. I had some pretty good friends too that 
encouraged me.” He also took care of people by providing encouragement, support, and 
by fixing things. Jeffrey stated, “Once I am given a task or a challenge, I just take my 
time, process it, figure out what I need to get it done and then get it done. I have always 
tried to be the best at what I was doing no matter what the situation or what the job was.” 
After high school, Jeffrey joined the U.S. Army. Jeffrey stated, “I had some really 
good leaders in my military career. They invested the time and energy and showed me 
that I could do more than I thought I could.” When he retired from the Army, Jeffrey 
began working for the transportation department as a union worker. Jeffrey stated, “I was 




needs and helped mentor other young men and women to become better leaders 
themselves.” Today, Jeffrey is enrolled as a full-time student. Jeffrey said, “Resiliency 
comes from time, attention and exposure. Let’s keep pressing, let’s keep pushing, let’s 
keep studying.  Even the best work sometimes does not work, don’t give up just keep 
pressing, keep pressing.” Over the years, Jeffrey has received words of encouragement 
and affirmation from his former teachers as each has watched his transformation from an 
angry child to a man of his word. Jeffrey stated, “I always felt that I was a natural leader, 
but I needed help from others to help me become one.” 
KD 
KD is an African American male in his 30s from Florida who enjoys his career in 
law enforcement. KD is the oldest of five siblings raised by a single parent. KD’s name 
was chosen after a brief discussion between the interviewer and interviewee. His original 
pseudonym choice was Interviewee Number Six. This original decision acknowledged 
that law enforcement interviews sometimes call for anonymity and might be why that 
name came to mind so quickly. As the interviewer, I guided the conversation more so to 
help the participant let go of his role as the usual interrogator and to relax and become the 
interviewee. KD was decided because it was more personal and gave the participant a 
sense of humanness to talk more openly about lived experiences he had faced and 
overcome. This transition conversation was brief and the interview went well. He spent 
his childhood taking care of his siblings, having fun, and attending church. He was an 
average student with no plans for the future. Using the attributes of purpose, 




KD grew up being known as the bossy brother of four siblings. His three brothers 
and one sister were dependent on him to get things done. He was responsible for walking 
the younger siblings to school and picking them up, cooking meals, and supervising them 
after school while his mom worked. Sometimes there was sibling rivalry between KD and 
his brother since they were just a year apart in age. He kept a watchful eye on his young 
relatives when they visited and even on the kids on the block since he was the oldest in 
the neighborhood. “I felt powerful, as I took care of family, friends and cousins too. I had 
a sense of ownership and needed to set the example,” he said. He went to school, earned 
average grades, and kept the kids out of trouble the best he could. 
During his freshman year of high school, KD’s grandpa died leaving no male role 
model in his home. Even so, KD was very impressed with the local sheriff and the law 
enforcement officer assigned to the high school he attended even though he never had 
had any encounters with the law. Both men were African American males who exuded 
confidence in their actions, were well-spoken, and exhibited power with respect.  KD 
stated, “There was just something about the sheriff. I would see him on television 
because he was the first African American sheriff in our town.” The school police officer 
and KD had brief conversations on occasions. Yet, there was something there that 
influenced KD’s future career decision.  
KD attended a high school that was 80% free and reduced lunch with limited 
access and opportunity for career planning for the majority of students. KD said, “I was 
an average student, playing basketball, and staying out of trouble. I even had a short stint 
in the marching band. I was just that goofy teenage boy having fun and taking care of my 




held during his high school years where the message students received had them ending 
in prison or dead. College was not a part of any conversations KD had until one 
significant conversation changed his life.  
On that fateful day during his junior year of high school, his guidance counselor, 
who had been his former Sunday School teacher, asked him what he planned to do after 
high school. KD stated, “I was a student that was at the back end of my high school class. 
I don’t think 20% of us went to college. I had not thought about college at all and no one 
had mentioned it to me before.” Therefore, the counselor sat me down, told me what I 
needed to do the remainder of my high school time, and gave me the requirements for 
college entrance. KD stated, “When that conversation happened, I became dialed in and 
focused on what I needed to do to go to college.” In addition to the conversation with his 
counselor, a friend returned from college and shared stories about his experiences around 
the same time. His college friend had graduated from the same high school the previous 
year and was someone KD admired. KD said, “That coincidence reinforced the 
importance of college for me. I was fated. I had somebody looking out for me.” He never 
dreamt he could go to college but believed he was destined to do something special in 
life. Because of a conversation KD had, he put forth the effort and hard work needed to 
get higher grades and meet the entrance requirements, applied for college, and was 
accepted.  
KD enrolled in college and pursued a career in criminology, which he thought 
would be a cool thing to do. He started on day one of his college career with an aspiration 
of working in law enforcement and never wavered from his goal. Although KD did not 




the bills while learning new things about himself and from peers. He was the first in his 
family to attend college. He set the example for his siblings and others to follow. 
After he graduated from college, KD enlisted in the military, which was a tough 
decision for him. He still wanted to pursue his dream in law enforcement. A mentor 
friend told him to have the courage and faith that his student loans from college would be 
taken care of. KD had a good relationship with his mentor and trusted him. With courage, 
faith, and trust KD enlisted in the Army and took advantage of the benefits of obtaining a 
‘free education’ through the Student Loan Repayment Program. KD said, “I had 
somebody looking out for me.  And today, I am a first generation college graduate.”   
When KD left the military, he applied for the police academy and was accepted 
and took on the responsibility and protection for others with due diligence. His dream to 
work in law enforcement had become real. KD’s career advancements positioned him to 
make a difference in the lives of children and families while commanding the respect he 
had shown so often in his youth. He said, “Investigating and arresting someone for 
heinous crimes is very rewarding and noble.” KD met his fate by making good decisions, 
listening, and staying focused on his dream. He set a goal for himself as he became aware 
of who he was and who he wanted to become. With self-discipline, self-awareness and 
encouragement from others, KD became a role model, took charge of his fate and never 
looked back. 
Fierce 
Fierce is an African American single parent female in her 30s who describes 
herself as bold, professional, and forward. Fierce chose her name to describe how she 




lived my life. I needed to be strong to face the challenges I encountered.” Fierce 
explained she was a person who always took charge. She admitted she made decisions 
because she did not always listen and was stubborn at times. She was strong-willed 
because she did not want to depend on people who might or might not follow through. 
She knew she would have to follow through regardless of what other people did or said. 
In addition, Fierce went through a transformation that required humility. The pseudonym 
Fierce is coupled with the word humility as its partner for her to keep the balance for 
success she lives by.   
Fierce spent her childhood growing up in the Washington, D.C. area and was the 
oldest child in the family. She grew up in a two-parent household. Fierce was actively 
engaged in school and church activities. Fierce’s attributes of confidence, responsibility, 
humility, self-awareness, and resilience manifested themselves as her life changed when 
she was 15. 
Fierce loved school. She did well all the way through her elementary and middle 
school years. She also loved her high school experiences. She was enrolled in the Reserve 
Officers Training Corps (ROTC), participated in mock trials, and was a member of the 
drill team to name a few of her many activities. She said, “I was like the slumlord when it 
came to school.” Fierce truly felt she owned the place because she was actively involved 
in every aspect of school life and still had time to participate in praise dancing at her 
church. Her grades were good and she was on top of the world. Fierce was bold, maybe a 
little prideful, but definitely full of positive energy for conquering the world. 
Fierce began her first year of high school with dreams of becoming an attorney or 




well for her and she looked forward to participating in all the activities of high school. 
During this time, Fierce’s mom and dad separated due to her dad’s drug use.  She said, 
“My mom had good jobs, even working in the Pentagon, but kept changing jobs because 
I think she was just overwhelmed with life and didn’t seem to believe in herself.” The 
family situation caused Fierce’s mom to move her children in with a family friend, 
known as an auntie. Fierce felt her mom’s anguish as she watched her spiral downward 
while living with another grown woman.  Then Fierce went to stay in a separate home 
from her mother and siblings. The woman Fierce lived with was single with a male friend 
living there. Fierce said, “To make matters worse I had just met the lady and now I’m 
living in her home.” What could make this situation worse than it already was? 
Nevertheless, Fierce continued her activities in school and church. She said, “I 
spent a lot of time unsupervised at that lady’s home.” She felt she had had little guidance 
and nobody seemed to care what she did. She would be babysitting at someone’s house 
one day and then the next day she was doing whatever she wanted to do. She spent time 
with friends in activities and with a young military soldier who was a friend of the 
woman. No one watched Fierce’s actions or behaviors closely. Fierce had known this 
young man from high school and church; therefore, the woman invited him over often.  
Fierce became involved with the young man and before she realized anything had really 
changed, she was three months pregnant. She was 15-years-old. Shocked and filled with 
disbelief, Fierce said, “My self-worth and self-esteem were challenged, and my situation 
seemed impossible when I started showing.” Negative influences affected Fierce like 
nothing she had ever received or envisioned. Not only did Fierce have to face the 




Furthermore, Fierce heard the shocked whispers of peers while dealing with the 
separation of her parents, her dad’s drug use, the family displacement, and now the 
pregnancy. She could not ask, “How did this happen?” because she already knew, but 
now she had to make some decisions regarding a future for which she was not ready.  
Soon after this latest revelation, Fierce’s mom brought all of her children together 
again in a house that was large enough for them to live in with another family member. 
Fierce’ s biggest challenge became her family, not the pregnancy itself, due to a family 
member wanting to take and raise the baby herself. Fierce stated,  
The situation humbled me instantly because I was no longer footloose and fancy 
free. I had to come to grips and now had responsibility. I felt like my dreams just 
kind of flashed before my eyes. I felt disappointment and condemnation from 
within myself. The pregnancy challenged me. I allowed them, my attributes, to 
manifests since I did not have a choice at that time. I learned to be honest with 
everybody including myself so my integrity was challenged. 
 
Still Fierce wrestled with the thought of having the baby. She had to come to grips 
and realize she would have responsibilities. She said, “It was a humbling experience and 
it’s not about me anymore. It’s about the baby.” Fierce took full control of her situation 
and refused to have an abortion or give the child up for adoption. Moreover, after the 
baby was born, she did not rely on others for help if they did not show up. She said, “It 
was tough. One thing my mom never did, she never shook her coat at the fact that I was 
supposed to take care of my baby.” The baby’s father did help to a certain extent. Fierce 
said,  
This is my baby and I think for me it was difficult to rely on anybody. I took full 
responsibility because I had seen so many women or young girls at the time who 
didn’t have that help so I just put it on myself and said, if he’s there he’s there and 
if he’s not, he’s not. That’s when my determination courage and independence 




Because Fierce loved her school and in spite of the whispers, comments, and 
looks of contempt, she remained there versus dropping out or attending an alternative 
high school. Fierce stated,  
I did not run and hide. I graduated because every morning I got up, strolled down 
the street with my baby, got on the bus, dropped him off at the babysitter’s house 
and went to school. I received help from government agencies like the Child Care 
Assistance Program (CCAP) because at that time you could receive help. 
  
Fierce also had two women who encouraged her who attended her church. One 
was the praise team leader and the other was a woman who seemed to always have 
herself together. Both women would smile at her, say encouraging words, and reaffirm 
they believed in her. Fierce said, “They saw in me what nobody else did. Not even 
myself. Some of the affirmations were about me dancing for the Lord, and being a 
woman of God still. I never lost that foundation that they instilled in me.”  
Her strong will and determination to push forward was evident. She remained 
enrolled in classes, kept active in all of the same activities, and graduated with honors. 
Fierce stated, “The perseverance I built from that situation has kept me this far. No matter 
what has happened in my life, I believe that the determination I had and being stronger 
than I gave myself credit for attitude made me who I am.”  Fierce summed it up by 
stating,  
A lot of my courage and humility was birthed in my youth. I went through a lot of 
emotional turmoil during those nine months of pregnancy. I did everything I 
wanted to do and in so doing I learned that you never know what you possess 
until you have to use it. 
  
After high school, Fierce worked in various positions that included working at 
Olan Mills Portrait Studios and as a retail sales manager. Fierce attended college and 




she believes it is her duty to ensure patients are treated with respect and see 
professionalism in the work place at all times. She learned that responsibility, integrity, 
affirmations and humility could get you through situations that seem impossible. Her 
self-discipline, purpose, and drive helped her overcome and revealed her pathway to 
success. 
Categories 
As the researcher, I examined data from the lived experiences of the eight 
participants by collecting rich, thick data for this phenomenological research study with 
audio recorded interviews and a written reflective prompt. It is typical for someone who 
is familiar with a phenomenon to look at the lived experiences of the participants 
regarding the phenomenon and interpret it through one’s own perspective. Therefore, it 
was important in hermeneutical phenomenology to bracket my personal judgments and 
minimize my own experiences to allow for the interpretation of the lived experiences of 
the participants. I needed to be open-minded and encourage participants to use words of 
their own choosing to describe the essence of his/her experience. 
Employing epoche (suspension of judgment), I journaled my thoughts, my 
personal lived-experiences, preconceptions to bracket my own ideas related to the 
phenomenon of leadership, and then I set them aside. Van Manen (1997) stated, 
“Communication and language are intertwined and hermeneutics offers a way of 
understanding such human experiences captured through language and in context” (p. 
616). Transcripts and written reflective prompts from participants were read and 
highlighted to code words and phrases from the interview process. Items were examined 




Next, data were studied from various perspectives using imaginative variation as if one 
were walking around a scene seeing different features from various angles as described 
(Merriam, 2009). I took several opportunities to view the data through imaginative 
variation using the perspective of individuals who were identified as a teacher, coach, 
church member, or family member who represented a positive and/or negative influence 
on the participant’s lived experience. I noted additional perspectives that included (a) 
myself as an observer of the described phenomenon, (b) myself as if I were the struggle 
or adverse situation itself confronting the participant as he/she addressed the situation, (c) 
a different time or place for the lived experience to have occurred, and (d) visualizing the 
imagery created by the participant’s description. These procedures guided my actions as I 
sifted through the data to determine categories and themes. The words and phrases listed 
in the following bullets are from the responses of the participants as they addressed the 
challenges and/or adversity they faced in their childhood or youth, which in turn defined, 
supported the selection of the initial categories, and represented how the initial categories 
were derived. 
 Purpose. The “why” for doing something, rationale, drive, motivated by 
frustration (language barrier), interest, negative outcomes/death or prison, 
keep promises, desire. 
 Resilience. Don’t quit, determination, keep my head up, keep pressing, keep 
pushing, faith, push through hard times, courage, G.R.I.T. = guts-resilience- 
integrity-tenacity.  





 Responsibility. Owning up to your own faults, decision-making on my 
capabilities, doing what I do, others depended on me, risk-taking. 
 Relationships. Trust, learned to get along with others, collaboration, care 
about each other, somebody looking out for me, support system (family, 
cousins, siblings), teacher, Sunday school teacher, sheriff, Mary Kay lady, 
mentors, character, thought highly of by others. 
 Self-confidence. Buckled up and did it, adapt to change, forward personality, 
bold, engaged in extracurricular with success, stronger than I realized, 
powerful, empowered, bossy. 
 Intrapersonal/interpersonal skills. Choose words, communication, 
compromise, influence, asking questions, listening, be tactful, humor, well 
spoken. 
 Teamwork. Bring people in, safety for siblings, helping others, tutoring, 
supervising. 
 Problem-solving. Think outside the box, planning, initiative, organizing, seek 
help. 
 Decision-making. That’s enough!, stand up for self, natural consequences, 
self-discipline. 
 Assimilation/acculturation. Recognize/look for opportunities, independence. 
 Positive influences/affirmation. Encouraged, motivated by others, inspired.  
 Insight. Read people’s needs, understanding. 





 Self-reflection. Dialed in, pay attention, breathe, focus, self- awareness, self-
evaluative thinking, self- aware, knew I was a natural born leader, wanted to 
be my own boss, put things in the atmosphere and expect them to come back 
to me. 
 Humility. Birthed humility, shock, embarrassed, whispers about my 
pregnancy. 
 Identified negative influences. Anxiety, self-doubt, frustration, cussing/name 
calling, peer pressure to impress, bullying, teasing, child hiding in the back of 
classroom, naughty behavior, prideful, cursed by God, laissez-faire, parents, 
anger, bitterness, fighting, suspensions, natural consequences. 
Determining Themes 
Van Manen (1990) stated, “In determining the universal or essential quality of a 
theme our concern is to discover aspects of qualities that make a phenomenon what it  
is and without which the phenomenon could not be what it is” (p. 107). By examining the 
phrases and words consistently used by participants that determined the initial categories, 
related categories were then grouped to form the following themes, thus creating the 
framework that revealed understanding and meaning of the phenomenon: (a) purpose--
determined by individual thoughts of destiny, greatness, and/or success; (b) influences--
positive and/or negative influences that propelled him/her toward success; (c) communal 
responsibility--the interdependence of culture and relationship with others; (d) self-
awareness, and (e) a sense of self- transformation that allowed him/her to overcome the 
challenge and/or adversity. The groupings of categories from which each theme emerged 





All participants shared feelings or thoughts about his/her purpose by using 
repeated words that included destiny, greatness, and/or success. Participants chose words 
associated with the theme of purpose that included purpose, resilience, responsibility, 
tenacity, decision-making, and courage. These words are also associated with the 
attributes of leadership. These key words illustrated how participants stayed motivated 
and driven toward his/her purpose while striving to understand the “why am I here?” 
question in his/her life and goalsetting.  
Influences: Positive Affirmations and  
Negative Influences 
  The terms positive affirmations and negative influences were categories 
determined by myself as I examined each transcript to identify repeated words and 
phrases from each participant. Each participant explained how positive as well as 
negative influences propelled him/her forward to find purpose and meaning in his/her 
life. These influences were evident in his/her communal relationships that enhanced 
participant’s self-confidence, provided words of encouragement and affirmations, and 
birthed humility as well as negative influences, e.g., peer pressure, self-doubt, and anger 
to name a few of the identifiers, that motivated him/her toward personal success.  
Communal Responsibility 
The category for communal responsibility was identified from the repeated words 
depicting relationships and teamwork along with assimilation into the community and 
acculturation for adapting to the culture and using self-reflection and insight as a way to 




equity between and amongst various groups, e.g., family, peers, and significant adults 
played a role in identifying this category and was, thus, identified as a theme.   
Self-Awareness 
The category for self-awareness was identified from repeated words that included 
intrapersonal/interpersonal skills, humility, problem solving, self-reflection, and self-
confidence. Participants shared how personal challenges and/or adversity were 
recognized and addressed to become successful citizens by using the aforementioned 
words that determined the category of self-awareness. Personal interests, faith-based, 
and/or extracurricular activities also played a role in how participants perceived 
him/herself as a contributing and integral member of the community. 
Self-Transformation 
The category for self-transformation was determined from repeated words that 
included goal setting, decision making, and change. Participants shared he/she had some 
control over the outcomes of adverse situation. Using his/her innate attributes that were 
manifested during the challenge they faced, participants set goals, problem-solved the 
situation, and made decisions to take action. Through this transformation of inaction to 
being action-oriented, participants addressed his/her specific challenge to overcome and 
become successful leaders in the community.   
Themes 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to research and explore the 
perceptions and lived experiences of adults now in leadership positions who overcame 
challenges and/or adversity during their childhood or youth by using their leadership 




employed in this study to capture their perceptions of leadership and its influence on 
his/her daily success as an adult.  
In this section, I present the five emergent major themes related to the study of 
individuals who overcame challenges and/or adversity during their childhood or youth by 
using their leadership potential or leadership giftedness. I addressed the relationship 
between themes. Selections from participant’s interviews supported the themes identified 
in this research. The major themes identified were as follows: (a) purpose--determined by 
individual thoughts of destiny, greatness, and/or success; (b) influences--positive and/or 
negative influences that propelled him/her toward success; (c) communal responsibility--
the interdependence of culture and relationship with others; (d) self-awareness; and (e) a 
sense of self- transformation that allowed him/her to pursue one’s purpose. All 
participants discussed how their childhood experiences influenced their adult life. The 
range of selections are presented to allow each participant’s voice to be heard and to 
illustrate his/her diverse experience within the identified emergent themes.  
The descriptions from each participant’s profile explained how he/she 
acknowledged, defined, and addressed the challenge and/or adversity. Although not every 
participant discussed every theme, the responses shared illustrated how participants 
overcame challenges and/or adversity to become successful adults. The commonality 
across all participants was the overcoming of personal challenges and/or adversity during 
their childhood or youth. Another commonality amongst participants included having 
negative influences beyond their sphere of control; yet each story depicted the diversity 
of choices made to face and then overcome the situation. The eight participants were 




participants grew up in different locales around the country, and two spent their 
childhood living inside and outside of the United States for brief periods and did not feel 
they had a permanent home of residence as a frame of reference. Participants self-
identified and represented African Americans, Caucasians and/or Latino/Hispanic 
Americans. In addition, there were four male and four female participants who had 
experience and/or careers in retail, business, education, transportation, administrative and 
health fields, military service branches and civil service, one full-time college student, 
and a retiree. The following section addresses the five themes and the relationships that 
developed as a result of my data analysis. Each theme is followed by selections of 
responses chosen from the interviews. 
Sense of Purpose 
 Each participant alluded to having a purpose greater than self and a desire to 
fulfill it. The sense of purpose fostered the will to overcome challenges and/or adversity 
in the individual. Furthermore, a sense of purpose enhanced personal self-efficacy and 
resilience--categorical attributes identified by participants as essential for leadership 
development. Participant comments supporting a sense of purpose are as follows:  
Oscar stated, 
 If you have a strong enough “why” you can push through the hard times and the  
challenging times. I was always driven to be successful. My parents instilled the 
ideas of hard work and effort will allow us to reach my goals.  We were a poor 
family with little money so we had to work hard. Originally, I was driven to 
become a football player in the National Football League, but injuries and a need 
to work changed my desire. When I was asked to substitute in a bilingual class I 
found my true passion because I saw myself in those third grade students I was 








Neicy Bed commented, 
I believed I was destined for great things. I didn’t know what that meant, what 
that looked like, but what I knew was that I knew I had to get out of that Spanish 
class to look forward to my future. I had to complete the course even though I was 
devastated by the teacher’s comments to me in front of the entire class. What I 
knew was that I wanted to do was definitely be a winner! 
 
Miss Not One said, 
 
I had a tendency to march on no matter what the problem was. I was in a remedial 
class, fat, and a caretaker of my brother. I had to stop the teasing and hurt I felt 
every day from bullies. I decided enough was enough. Therefore, I slapped the 
bully and felt very empowered! I had problem-solved my own situation and took 
control. My self-esteem increased and I was no longer going to be known as the 
fat child. I realized that my intelligence was valuable. I was ten years old. By the 
time, I reached high school I lost eighty-five pounds too! 
 
Bruce Wayne related, 
It was all doom and gloom because failure in anything was not an option with my  
dad. I was way below the expected “C” grades that were the minimal of his 
expectations. Yet, my report card had failing grades that were sure to disappoint 
him. Because integrity and responsibility were expected in our family, I just 
buckled up and showed him the report. After my dad addressed the situation the 
old fashioned way I knew poor grades would not happen again. I brought home 




You make a promise to yourself that you see yourself in the mirror every single 
day. You remember that promise that you made to yourself. My purpose was 
driven by the fact that when I was seven years old I started a fire unintentionally 
and our house burned down. I promised to never bring harm to family or myself 
again.  
 
KD stated, “I was fated; I had somebody looking out for me. Some are born 
leaders and continue to lead and some do not continue to lead. 
Fierce said, 
When I learned that I was pregnant, I had a strong will and determination to push 




any choice at that time. My self-worth and my self-esteem were challenged. I had 
to become strong within myself. 
 
Influences That Propelled Participants  
Toward Success  
 All participants stated positive and negative factors drove him/her toward success 
for various reasons. Their individual motives are included to help the reader understand 
how each participant kept going in spite of challenging or adverse circumstances instead 
of giving up and letting life happen to them. 
Positive influences. 
Oscar said, 
Mom did not have a high school education, but was wiser than most people. I was 
an “A” student had many friends and was looked up to by my peers when I lived 
in Puerto Rico. I was able to serve as a student patrol leader during elementary 
school and I was a good athlete. I enjoyed playing basketball, but football was my 
passion. 
 
Neicy Bed commented, 
I was asked to supervise my peers during the summer park clean-up work 
program. I was identified by adults as a person who could get the job done. 
People have always trusted me so I learned how to mix work with fun and 
accomplish the tasks. 
 
Miss Not One stated, 
You just exist when you are young. I was aware that I needed to do certain things 
with my life. I had to take responsibility for what I do. I have to have the drive 
and determination to do whatever I want to do. When I was placed in a traditional 
reading group after being in a remedial class, I began trying to be the smartest 
person in the world. My confidence was boosted and I worked hard. 
 
Mary One related, 
Teachers saw that I learned quickly, especially after learning simple English 
within three months of migrating from Mexico to Texas. I was tested for gifted 
and talented educational programing where I was successful. My sixth grade 




experiences to learn and I was willing to try even when I failed. I also made 
friends who helped me assimilate and acculturate to my new home. 
 
Bruce Wayne stated, 
The “talk”’ with dad let me know I had to get my act together and pass my 
classes. Teachers and coaches asked me to help other students after I buckled 
down and made the honor roll. I felt good about being able to tutor other students. 
I was told that even if I failed the final test my grade was so high that I would still 
get an “A” in the class.  
 
Jeffrey commented, 
I am thankful for my support systems. I had good friends and a large network of 
supportive family in the small town where I grew up. I also played sports and 
when people saw what I could contribute relationships improved with those who 
teased me. Church members also encouraged me along the way and two teachers. 




I was influenced by African American men in law enforcement that I saw on 
television and in my high school.  They had a sense of respect for self and power 
that I thought was cool. My church activities kept me out of trouble too. The 
adults gave us kids responsibilities they knew we could do pretty well like 
teaching Sunday School, presenting speeches for the Christmas and Easter 
programs and other stuff like that. I also had a conversation with a friend that was 
in college right after my high school counselor asked me what I was going to do 
after I graduated. I did not have an answer for her at that moment so she gave me 
information about college. I also played sports and marched in the band. I was 
involved in school and was an okay student. I was responsible for my siblings 
while my Mom worked so I had to do well since other people depended on me. 
 
Fierce commented, 
I participated in everything I wanted. I was a praise dancer and received 
affirmations from my church instructor and from another lady at my church who 
believed in me. I was successful at school, participated in numerous activities, 
viewed as a person who was unstoppable and was on the honor roll.  
 
 Participants in this study overcame challenges and/or adversity-using attributes 
associated with leadership as positive factors that motivated and/or inspired him/her to 




positive attributes that answered the first half of research question 3: “What are the 
leadership attributes of children and youth with leadership promise?” This list could be 
helpful for K-12 public schools for identifying and providing instruction and learning 
opportunities for children and youth. 
Participant interviews were examined to note words and or/phrases describing 
positive attributes used to overcome adversity during their childhood and/ or youth. Table 
1 lists the positive attributes the participants specified as being significant to them as they 
overcame the challenges of their youth. An “x” indicated at least one time the participant 
referred to a particular positive attribute. This is not intended to quantify the number of 
responses but to display the range of positive attributes and their occurrence by the 






Occurrence of Positive Attributes Identified to Overcome Adversity 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Positive Attributes O NB MNO  MO BW J. KD FIE 
Application/Practice x   x x x   
Cooperation w/ others/Teamwork x x x x x x x  
Courage x x x x  x x x 
Effort x x x x x x x x 
Fair mindedness  x       
Faith x x    x x x 
Goal Setting with Planning x x x x x x x x 
Gratitude x        
Integrity x x   x x x x 
Initiative x x x x x x x x 
Insight/Reflection   x x   x x 
Inspire Others x x x  x    
Interpersonal/Intra-Personal Skills   x x x x x x x x 
Humility  x x    x x 
Humor   x x     
Knowledge x  x x     
Liberation   x      
Non-judgmental   x x    x 
Perseverance/Determination x x x x x x x x 
Positive Attitude     x    
Problem-Solving Skills x x x x x x x x 
Purpose/Motivation x x x x x x x x 




Table 1 Continued         
Positive Attributes O NB MNO MO BW J KD FIE 
Resilience x x  x  x  x 
Responsibility x x x x x x x  
Respect for self and others x x x x x x   
Self-Advocacy x x x    x  
Self-Awareness x x x x x x x  
Self-confidence x x x x x x x  
Self-Discipline x  x x x  x  
Service to Others  x x x  x   
Trust x        
Note. The letter x indicates the participant’s response in the designated column. Each 
participant’s full pseudonym is listed to help link him/her with the abbreviated 
pseudonym used in the table above.  
O = Oscar, NB =Neicy Bed, MO = Mary One, MNO = Miss Not One, BW = Bruce 
Wayne, J = Jeffrey, KD = KD, FIE = Fierce 
 
 
Negative influences. Participants identified negative influences that propelled 
him/her toward positive outcomes. They were able to overcome a potentially undesirable 
outcome by reframing the negative influence or situation and in most cases regarding it as 
a source of positive motivation to work toward their goal of a positive outcome. The 
accounts of their experiences of movement toward success are conveyed in the narratives 
shared below.  
Oscar said, 
I was angry that I left Puerto Rico. I was an “A” student, had many friends, and 
was looked up to by my peers. When I moved to Texas, I lived in poverty and 
could not assimilate. I did not speak English and had to study for hours using a 
dictionary and history book to learn. I was suspended numerous times even 
though my passion for playing professional football was still my dream. My 




I would never make it into the National Football League. I began to understand 
that my goal would not be realized until I learned to problem-solve situations 
versus fighting.   
 
  Neicy Bed commented, 
When the teacher put me in the spotlight because I mispronounced a few Spanish 
words, I was devastated!  Yet, I believed I was destined for great things. I didn’t 
know what that meant, or what that looked like, but what I knew was that I had to 
get out of that class to look and move forward. So I returned to class with the 
support of my friends the next day and remained enrolled for the rest of the school 
year. 
 
Mary One stated, 
I had negative influences in my life that propelled me forward. I was teased 
because I did not speak English. I certainly did not enjoy those (ethnic racial 
names) and those words were coming from second generation Mexican- 
American students that was rather funny since I was first generation Mexican. It 
inspired me to further action on my own behalf. 
 
Miss Not One related, 
I was a fat child in a remedial reading class. When I was and placed back in a 
traditional reading class, my self-confidence increased. I became a strong reader 
and realized I was smart. Somewhere along the way I decided since I wasn’t 
beautiful, I was not athletic, I would use my intelligence to get me where I needed 
to go. 
 
Bruce Wayne stated, 
Impressing my friends was more important than my grades. Therefore, when I 
failed my classes during eighth grade my dad gave me the “talk” using the old 
fashioned method when I didn’t react appropriately to his lecture. I clearly 
remember that spanking to this day. He was a Special Forces Airmen and did not 
believe failure was an option.  
 
Jeffrey commented, 
I thought I was cursed. I thought God didn’t like me. I was angry. I had to learn to 
walk and speak again after suffering a severe illness at the age of two. I had a 
severe stuttering problem and was teased frequently, but even with that I knew I 








My school had a large population of kids receiving free and reduced lunch. We 
had a lot of assemblies where we were being told we would end up either in 
prison or dead. This message was repeated throughout my high school years to 
about 80% of the student body.  
 
Fierce said, “My self-worth and self-esteem was challenged when I learned I was 
pregnant at age fifteen. I did not live with my family at this time and I was on my own. 
No one cared what I did.: 
This study also looked at categories for negative influences to determine its 
influence on participants for addressing personal challenges. Some of the participants 
stated his/her motivation was driven by adverse factors brought on by self or other 
people. These negative influences actually motivated the participant to stay focused on 
his/her purpose coupled with positive affirmations and words of encouragement from 
family, mentors, teachers, and/or peers. Some participants stated low self-esteem, family 
influence, and/or the influence of other people’s norms and expectations played a 
negative role in his/her daily life, which fostered their sense of purpose and drove 
him/her to overcome his/her personal challenge.  
Participants provided a detailed list of negative factors that motivated him/her to 
overcome challenges and/or adversity. This list could be helpful for K-12 public schools 
for identifying and providing instruction and learning opportunities that empower and 
build self-confidence while learning how to address negativity for children and youth. 
Table 2 lists all of the negative influences the participants specified as being significant to 
them as they strove to overcome the challenges of their youth. An “x” indicated at least 




quantify the number of responses but to display the range of negative influences and their 




Negative Attributes Identified by Participants to Overcome Adversity                                           
Negative Attributes O NB MNO MO BW J KD FIE 
Condemnation   x  x x  x 
 
Laissez Faire 
Attitudes from Self or 
Home 
 
  x x   x x 
 
Expectations for Success 
Not Expressed for 
Participant 
 




 x     x  
Pride x   x    x 
         
Self-doubt  x x   x  x 
         
Teasing/Bullying/Fighting 
with Peers 
x x x x  x  x 
         
Frustration x x x x x  x x 
         
Anger x x x x x x   
Note. The letter x indicated the participant’s response in the designated column. Each 
participant’s full pseudonym is listed to help link him/her with the abbreviated 
pseudonym used in the table above. 
O = Oscar, NB =Neicy Bed, MO = Mary One, MNO = Miss Not One, BW = Bruce 




Participants gave examples of the importance of having people who were 
consistently available in his/her daily life. Participants provided details that answered the 




leadership capacity?” These persons took the time to acknowledge them, especially 
during personal challenge(s). The sense of interdependence, social ability, and family 
integrity (Cross, Bacon, & Morris, 2000) is representative of the communal responsibility 
theme. Clark and Mills (1993) stated, 
In communal relationships, benefits are given in response to a need and out of 
concern for the welfare of the other person. In such relationships, receiving 
benefits does not create a specific obligation to return a comparable benefit, as it 
does in exchange relationships. (p. 684) 
 
Oscar said, 
My peers in Puerto Rico looked up to me, especially when I stood up to bullies 
who were older than I was. My parents did not speak English so they trusted me 
to translate information and be responsible for my siblings after we moved to 
Texas. My football and basketball coaches trusted me to lead the team since I had 
natural leadership abilities.  
 
Neicy Bed commented, 
When the teacher, a person of trust, humiliated me in front of my peers I had 
really good sidekicks (friends) who encouraged me to go back to class. I was also 
involved in church where I felt special. I received affirmations from church 
members who used the It takes a village concept to raise a child. Everyone was in 
your business and not always in a negative way. I was called princess or queen by 
family and my ‘aunties’ who let me know I was special also. 
 
Miss Not One stated, 
One day I said I just cannot cope. I was cooking, cleaning the house and 
supervising my brother who was three years younger than I was. I was ten years 
old and had decided that I was capable of babysitting myself. But there is times in 
your life you can’t handle it no matter what. There is a certain amount of anxiety 
self- doubt no matter how confident you are. I went to my neighbor who helped 
me with my little brother. She gave me the help I needed, but let me know I was 
doing a good job with huge responsibilities.  
 
Bruce Wayne related, 
Although I knew my dad’s expectations, I still failed my classes. I knew he would 
be disappointed in me. When I showed him, my report card dad saw that I didn’t 
take my learning seriously, especially, when I gave him that I don’t care look.  He 




spanking. I realized that I needed a new plan of action after that so I brought 
home my books, buckled down, studied, and completed assignments before I did 
anything else. When I made the honor roll, I was shocked. Therefore, I kept 
working hard, which brought me attention that was positive. My track coaches, 
science teacher and parents provided support and helped me realize I could do 
well. Boy Scouts also gave me opportunities to succeed and lead. 
 
Jeffrey said, 
I stuttered severely, which made me vulnerable to bullying. My grandparents 
taught me to always keep my head up, carefully choose my words, and to breathe. 
They loved me unconditionally, even when I caused the house to burn down 
unintentionally. I am grateful for a support system that included my siblings, 
grandparents, friends and my second grade and fourth grade teachers. They each 
in turn reaffirmed my self-worth and encouraged me. My teacher, Miss Powell, 
told me I was a special kid, which I remember to this day. 
 
Fierce stated, 
Miss Angela, the Praise Dance Teacher and another woman from church saw in 
me what nobody else did even when I was pregnant and after my son was born. 
Miss Angela said I danced for God and encouraged me often. Both women gave 
me affirmations that I would be okay and would accomplish great things.  
 
Participants wanted to ensure that he/she demonstrated what others recognized 
and, therefore, made an effort to live up to the stated affirmation. Participants explained 
that being honest with him/herself led to self-awareness--an ability to clearly see self-
including one’s own personality, strengths, and weaknesses. Self-awareness also included 
the ability to understand your own values, motives, and effectiveness in influencing 
others (Zaccaro, Foti, & Kenny, 1991). Facing seen and unforeseen circumstances helped 
him/her realize who he/she was as a person. Furthermore, participants identified what 
could be done alone and when to seek help from others. 
Participants provided a detailed list of support systems to overcome challenges 
and/or adversity that answered the second half of research question number three: “What 




helpful for K-12 public schools when providing children and youth different types of 
supports to aid students in becoming successful leaders in our communities. Table 3 lists 
meaningful communal relationships the participants specified as being significant to them 
as they strove to overcome the challenges of their youth. An “x” indicated at least one 
time the participant referred to a particular type of relationship. This is not intended to 
quantify the number of responses but to display the range of meaningful communal 
relationships and their occurrence by the different participants.    
 
Table 3 
Meaningful Communal Relationships as Identified by Participants 












x x    x x x 
Coach x    x x x  
Friend(s)  x x x  x x  
Adversarya x x x x  x x x 
aSelf or another person. 
Note. The letter “x” indicated the participant’s response in the designated column. Each 
participant’s full pseudonym is listed to help link him/her with the abbreviated 
pseudonym used in the table above. 
O = Oscar, NB =Neicy Bed, MO = Mary One, MNO = Miss Not One, BW = Bruce 









Participants noted he/she became self-aware of individual capabilities and 
potential to overcome personal challenges and/or adversity during the interview process. 
This awareness became evident because of (a) negative statements and/or affirmations 
from communal relationships; and (b) the participant facing the situation with curiosity, 
tenacity, self-empowerment, and/or a desire to succeed for self and others. Participants 
stated his/her self-awareness became more evident from a sense of purpose, communal 
relationship expectations, personal interests, and/or their inaction for not addressing the 
on-going challenges. Participants’ comments that supported a sense of self-awareness are 
as follows: 
Oscar said, 
I knew I had to work hard since my family was poor and money was scarce. If I 
wanted new shoes I washed cars, and mowed lawns. I also knew I had natural 
leadership because my peers looked up to me. I also had natural athletic abilities 
that would help me make it into the National Football League. I was smart 
because I had straight “As” on my report card, and when I moved (from Puerto 
Rico) to Texas I had to translate everything into English myself. 
 
Neicy Bed stated, 
I knew I was a princess since people said it to me often, yet I allowed the hurtful 
words of my teacher to make me want to be invisible. My self-worth became 
evident through other people telling me I was gorgeous and the many affirmations 
I had received throughout my life letting me know people believed in me. I did 
not want to let them down and so always tried to be that good person.  
 
Miss Not One commented, “Knowing that I was intelligent and that I could use 







Mary One related, “I was always interested in technology. It’s difficult to be on 
the forefront of doing something new when others are content doing the same things. I 
followed my interests and learned new things. Even if I failed, I tried.” 
Bruce Wayne said, “After the ‘talk’ from my dad, I buckled down and got to 
work. …and when I did I found that I was capable of doing well after I made the honor 
roll. I learned that people believed in me when I was asked to tutor other kids and be a 
helper.” 
KD commented, 
No one talked to me about going to college until my counselor asked me what I 
was going to do after I graduated. I was a junior in high school when this 
conversation occurred. When that idea was said, I became dialed in and focused 
on what I needed to do to go to college. 
 
Fierce stated, 
I felt like my dreams just flashed before my eyes when I learned that I was three 
months pregnant. I had always done what I had wanted to do. I had to learn to 
become humble and have the courage to keep going which was something that I 
didn’t think I was gonna be able to do. So I made up my mind to keep the baby 
and graduate regardless of who helped me or didn’t help me. I had to come to 
grips now and show responsibility. 
 
Participants identified specific attributes that contributed to a sense of self-
awareness. For many of them, a precipitating event made them realize they could, wanted 
to, or needed to focus on going in a new direction that aligned with their goals and with 
the sense of purpose they held.   
Participants provided a detailed list of attributes associated with self-awareness 
and leadership to overcome challenges and/or adversity. This list could be helpful for K-
12 public schools for providing instruction and learning opportunities that support the 




children and youth. Table 4 lists the attributes that contributed to the development of self-
awareness the participants specified as being significant to them as they strove to 
overcome the challenges of their youth. An “x” indicated at least one time a participant 
referred to one of these attributes. This is not intended to quantify the number of 
responses but to display the range of attributes and their occurrence by the different 
participants.    
 
Table 4 
Self-Awareness Attributes as Identified by Participants 
Participants O NB MO MNO BW J KD FIE 
Effort x x x x x x x x 
Determination x x x x x x x x 
Self-
empowerment 
x  x x  x  x 
Self-
confidence 
x x x x x x x x 
Knowledge x  x x   x  
Note. Each participant’s full pseudonym is listed below to help link him/her with the 
abbreviated pseudonym used in the table above. 
O = Oscar, NB =Neicy Bed, MO = Mary One, MNO = Miss Not One, BW = Bruce 
Wayne, J = Jeffrey, KD = KD, FIE = Fierce  
 
 
Sense of Transformation 
 Participants gave examples of how he/she felt transformed, renewed, or took 
action to address the challenge and/or adversity faced during his/her childhood or youth. 
This transformation occurred as a result of heightened awareness of individual 




affected the person positively or negatively. Participants’ comments that supported a 
sense of transformation are as follows: 
Oscar stated, 
My family taught me to work hard. When I learned that my football injuries had 
ended my hopes for playing football in the National League I continued focusing 
on my education while serving in the army. So when I was asked to serve as a 
substitute teacher and then became a teacher I found my true passion. I kept 
working and teaching. I became an assistant principal and now I have been a 
principal for the last 10 years. For me it’s not I gotta go to work, it’s I get to go to 
work. I love being an educator. 
 
Mary One said, “It certainly helped to swerve learning to an accelerated level. I 
certainly did not enjoy being called names.” 
Miss Not One commented, “After being bullied for the umpteenth time I stood up 
to a bully and slapped him. I did not worry about consequences. I felt empowered 
from then on. I stood up for others and befriended everyone I could.” 
Bruce Wayne related, 
When I began applying myself, I made the honor roll. I was shocked, but kept 
doing it because I found out that hard work does make a difference. When I was 
in high school teachers just told you to go over and help your classmates. I helped 
others become successful by tutoring peers, demonstrating hurdling techniques to 
support track teammates and assisting wherever I could.  
 
Jeffrey said, 
The Chicken Coop Syndrome story shows how I took anger and bitterness and  
began using my energy for good. After a certain time, their wings get stronger, 
they get stronger and after a while, you feel like I’m smothering so I need to get 
of this box that I’m in and try and get something else different. I always felt like 
when I got to that point of being in that box feeling then I knew that I had another 
goal or another mission that I had to accomplish and right where I was, this 
wasn’t going to make it. And so I am proud of my transformation of not staying in 









I would talk the big talk. That was me. Becoming pregnant was not me, but when 
it happened, it was humbling. I was like, oh my gosh. Okay, well, I’ll just put my 
foot in my mouth. I did have to become humble and realize it’s not about me 
anymore, but about the baby. Furthermore, I never lost the foundation that was 
instilled in me by the people who cared about me. 
 
This study looked at categories participants identified as the catalyst for change or 
transformative behaviors that helped him/her address and overcome personal challenges 
during their childhood or youth. When participants became aware of their potential, grew 
weary of the situation, and decided to take control of their circumstance personal 
responsibility became evident and a need for transformation became clear. Participants 
believed they were equipped to overcome the challenge and/or adversity they were facing 
using attributes associated with leadership, thereby causing each one to take action in 
some form.  
Participants provided a detailed list of attributes associated with self-
transformation and leadership to overcome challenges and/or adversity. This list could be 
helpful for K-12 public schools for providing instruction and learning opportunities that 
support action, application, and change for children and youth. Table 5 lists the types of 
life transformations that the participants reported they experienced.  An “x” indicates at 
least one time the participant referred to one of the types of transformations. This is not 
intended to quantify the number of responses, but to display the types of transformations 












Transformational Categories Identified by Participants 
 
Participants O NB MO MNO BW J KD FIE 
Action x x x x x x x x 
Application x x x x x x x x 
Assimilation x  x x x x x  
Change x x x x x x x x 
Note. Each participant’s full pseudonym is listed below to help link him/her with the 
abbreviated pseudonym used in the table above. 
O = Oscar, NB =Neicy Bed, MO = Mary One, MNO = Miss Not One, BW = Bruce 
Wayne, J = Jeffrey, KD = KD, FIE = Fierce. 
 
The accounts of the participants’ transformations were significant as they referred 
to a moment when they were aware the decisions they made at different points of time in 
the past had a long-lasting impact on their lives and on the lives of others. For some, it 
fulfilled the expectations others held for them; for others, it was rejecting the expectations 
others held for them and the development of their own goals and aspirations. Almost all 
of the participants mentioned times when they recognized opportunities that assisted 
them in attaining their goals. The overriding sense of purpose the participants expressed 
enabled them to have an awareness of those opportunities that in turn helped lead to a 
transformation of self. 
Summary 
In this chapter, I shared the participants’ profiles, explained how this study 
examined the data from various angles to address diverse perspectives and ensured 
accuracy of the data from eight diverse participants. In addition, I presented categories 




emerged from the data. Key phrases and ideas of participant’s views of leadership, its 
attributes, and significance for the development of future leaders in K-12 public schools 
were also shared. 
Chapter V provides the answer to the research questions, the relationship of the 
research to the literature, speculation on the meaning of the results, conclusions regarding 













SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS  
 
 
There are two types of education… One should teach us how to 
make a living, and the other how to live. (John Q. Adams, n.d.) 
 
This phenomenological research study provided data to support how participants’ 
lived experiences helped them overcome challenges and/or adversity during their 
childhood and/or youth. In Chapter I, I provided clarity for the definition of leadership 
potential and leadership giftedness was provided. Chapter II provided a historical 
perspective of leadership while Chapter III detailed the methods used for this 
phenomenological study. Chapter IV provided the analysis of data and detailed how 
themes were identified; participants’ profiles that detailed the rich thick descriptions of 
lived experiences were described by the eight diverse participants. Chapter V provides 
information for the relationships between themes, answers the three research questions, 
and identifies leadership attributes and themes associated with leadership and their 
connection to the literature review. It also provides an interpretation of the findings and 
recommendations for future research.  
Relationships Between Themes 
 Purpose is defined as the reason something is done or completed. It is the “why” 
for the action taken or not taken. It is the intent, commitment, and/or answer to our being. 




outcomes, and determine next steps. Each participant in this study described his/her own 
motivation for overcoming a challenge and/or adversity during childhood or youth 
because of his/her sense of purpose. Parkhurst (n. d.) said, “Purpose is what gives life 
meaning” (p. 1). Along with a sense of purpose came language, actions, and experiences 
that made an impact on decisions made by participants. Purpose also brought on a sense 
of responsibility and accountability to self and others because of actions taken or not 
taken. 
Each individual’s lived experience was heightened through the impact of positive 
affirmations and/or negative statements from communal members who felt a sense of 
responsibility toward the participant. These influences from family members, teachers, 
peers, external relationships, and/or participant included (a) emotional support or the lack 
thereof, (b) opinions, (c) hurtful words, and/or (d) condemnation. Communal members 
had the authority to empower, embrace, or cast aside an individual based on the 
relationship. For example, when participants reported being positively affirmed, they felt 
a sense of belonging and feelings of being cared for and loved. Neicy Bed stated, “Adults 
made me feel special and I trusted them.” Jeffrey’s teacher told him he was a special kid 
and Mary One’s teacher provided support by teaching her how to self-advocate and get 
her needs met in order to fit into the community in which she lived and attended school. 
Positive affirmations increased his/her self-awareness of becoming who he/she wanted to 
become. 
Participants also asserted negative statements brought about a feeling of self-
doubt, anger, and unworthiness. Miss Not One and Mary One heard the hateful taunts of 




fellow students in his school as going to prison or winding up dead at an early age. Fierce 
heard the whispers from peers about her pregnancy. Thus, the theme of communal 
relationships emerged as participants viewed him/herself by people who were significant 
and trusted during their childhood and/or youth. Yet, regardless of how statements were 
received by participants, the language, actions, beliefs, and behaviors of communal 
members increased the drive for the participant to become whom he/she felt they were 
meant to become. Purpose remained the driving force to problem-solve and become 
resilient as challenges and/or adversity were faced. In addition, the participant’s self-
confidence increased as personal self-awareness became evident as to what he/she was 
capable of overcoming and changing. Moreover, participants remembered the harmful 
words, the insensitive statements, and the feelings of anguish but emphasized the 
numerous remarks that brought joy and boosted his/her self-worth. Self-awareness from 
communal relationships pushed the drive toward his/her purpose, which resulted in 
transformation of self.  
Transformation means change, renovation, or renewal. Participants described 
through their experiences the transformation that occurred from within him/herself 
through humility, promises kept, self-empowerment, and the letting go of anger, 
bitterness, pride, and low self-esteem. Participants also made decisions that imposed or 
affected others (e.g., seeking help because they could not cope, living with other people 
after losing their home, and giving birth to a child while living with her parent). 
Furthermore, assimilation and acculturation to new environments as well as changes in 
language and behaviors also contributed to personal transformation. These 




values and beliefs also played a role. Participants focused on renewing their sense of 
purpose to be whom he/she intended to become as the challenge and/or adversity during 
childhood or youth was overcome using the identified attributes of leadership from their 
lived experience. The selected statements in this chapter illustrated participants’ lived 
experience during childhood or youth that provided examples of each theme. The 
relationships between the themes are expressed in the integrative diagram below (see 
Figure 2).  
 
 
Figure 2. Integrative diagram of relationships between themes.   
 
This section examined the statements and phrases frequently used by the eight 
participants in this study to determine themes from the data collected. Five themes 
emerged from the data: (a) purpose--determined by individual thoughts of destiny, 
greatness, and/or success; (b) influences--positive affirmations and/or negative influences 
that propelled him/her toward success; (c) communal responsibility--the interdependence 




transformation that allowed him/her to overcome the challenge and/or adversity. The 
themes represented the thoughts, beliefs and perceptions of the participants regarding 
their lived experience of overcoming challenges and/or adversity in their childhood or 
youth. They also addressed the answers to the research questions for this study. 
Research Questions 
 The intent of this phenomenological study was to unveil leadership potential and 
leadership giftedness and to identify its attributes and significance for children with 
promise. The data collection and data analysis included vivid and rich descriptions that 
addressed the following research questions: 
Q1 How does positive leadership develop among students identified as  
 children and youth with promise, but who were initially considered at- 
 risk?  
 
Q2  What are the leadership attributes and skills needed to be taught for 
children and youth with leadership promise? 
 
Q3 What are the supports needed for leadership training for children and 
youth with promise? 
 
Research Question 1 
My first question is essential to the development of children and youth with 
promise as future leaders. The data showed question one could be concisely answered. 
For a person to lead, he/she must have a purpose to take action whether it is altruistic or 
self-centered at the onset. Leadership is a multi-dimensional concept that includes power 
and influence, management of behaviors, personal qualities, and interactions between 
environmental resources and needs (Oakland et al., 1996). Leadership is viewed as a 
nonintellectual characteristic that extends the concept of giftedness beyond academic 




1993). The inclusion of leadership as a separate domain of giftedness allows for cognitive 
abilities to be fully strengthened through effort, hard work, and application.  
For every child, the developmental process of learning and mastering skills begins 
at birth with identified milestones along the way. Although there are five developmental 
areas, for this study, I addressed the two developmental areas important for developing 
positive leadership: (a) the cognitive area for learning and problem-solving; and (b) the 
socio-emotional area for helping self (self-awareness), interacting with others (inter- and 
intra-personal skills), and practicing control (motivating oneself) (Goleman, 1995). These 
areas together form the basis for developing positive individuals who might lead in the 
future. Although leadership has been described as a nonintellectual form of giftedness, 
this dimension has a cognitive component with an underlying degree or level of 
intellectual abilities and skills (Lee & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2006) to address the concept 
for developing and educating the whole child to reach his/her potential and become 
productive citizens in our world.   
The analysis for this study described outcomes consistent with the literature 
review. Positive leadership has always been desired throughout history. Leaders were 
chosen by the people to serve a specific purpose, e.g., ruling over citizens, protecting, and 
sustaining a way of life. The Greeks and Romans influenced positive leadership through 
their writings by guiding citizens’ behaviors through literature. Heroes were introduced 
through oral storytelling and mythical persons. Chinese writings supported the ideas of 
morally good leaders who empowered their followers while Homer’s Iliad illustrated the 
importance of law and order through inspirational messages. Furthermore, positive 




review. Moses, King David, John the Baptist, and Peter, to name a few, were taught to be 
humble and to protect themselves against pride, arrogance, and evil. The Bible was 
written to provide specific guidelines for how to choose positive leaders, e.g., Matthew 
20:26—“Whoever wants to be a leader must be your servant.” Scripture also identifies 
characteristics of good leadership, e.g., Philippians 2:3-- “Don’t be selfish; don’t’ try to 
impress others. Be humble, thinking of others as better than yourselves.” Oscar, Neicy 
Bed, Jeffrey, KD, and Fierce all described having positive relationships with members of 
faith communities and involvement in activities that occurred at church, e.g., attending 
and/or teaching Sunday School, praise dance team membership, and program 
presentations. These examples depicted different ways in which positive leadership was 
influenced by purpose, communal relationships with expectations, and self-awareness for 
the development of positive leadership. 
Participants in this study were not chosen to rule, lead, or make a difference in the 
lives of others. Most participants were not chosen to lead by family, friends, or members 
of the community; yet they demonstrated positive leadership. Mary One, Miss Not One, 
and Bruce Wayne developed positive attributes associated with leadership through a 
sense of purpose and negative influences including lassiez faire parenting, bullying, and 
irresponsibility; these were coupled with a sense of awareness and accountability for self-
preservation. These participants used the attributes of interpersonal and intrapersonal 
skills, determination, and personal responsibility to reach out to teachers or neighbors 
while looking inward to problem-solve personal struggles. Choices were made based on 




described by the aforementioned participants during their interview propelled him/her 
toward his/her goal to become whom he/she was meant to be.     
The data revealed the power of the attributes of decision-making and choice for 
developing positive leaders. In the literature review, leaders were described as 
courageous, having wisdom, and prowess. Machiavelli (1505) described the need for 
leaders to use force to gain control for paradigm shifts and to understand challenges to be 
faced. Some systems of government chose leaders because of their military or political 
skills or servant-like attributes but nothing in the literature emphasized the power of 
decision-making and choice described by participants in this study.  
Decision-making requires a course of action. The decision-making process 
advances the person toward choosing to act or remain where he/she is. Every person has 
innate attributes associated with leadership within him/herself even if there is or is not 
personal awareness. Challenges, adversity, and/or tragic events heighten the opportunity 
for attributes to manifest themselves but every individual is in charge of the decision to 
be made on how to use their attributes to address the challenge. That decision was 
influenced by communal relationships. Neicy Bed stated she did not want to disappoint 
family and friends. Mary One and Miss Not One made decisions that advanced a sense of 
belonging to a group. Fierce also based her decision to keep her baby, to own her actions, 
and show responsibility to family and peers. She graduated with honors as a choice to 
prove she could do it all. All four male participants made decisions that kept them 
engaged in athletic activities and brought a sense of pride to the family based on the 




the honor roll; Jeffrey learned to walk again, speak without stuttering, and play sports; 
and KD graduated from college.  
The four African American participants along with Oscar, who is Puerto Rican, 
acknowledged choosing to use their faith as a means to address his/her purpose to 
develop positive leadership. Each stated he/she was engaged in church activities and the 
African American participants mentioned members of the church expressing high 
expectations, giving affirmations, and providing follow-up communications via Sunday 
School, school counseling, or other related church activities. This study also revealed 
personal values and beliefs were intertwined with the individual’s sense of purpose. 
This study described the lived experiences of eight diverse participants who made 
decisions to take action during childhood or youth to address and overcome personal 
challenges and/or adversity using attributes associated with leadership to become 
successful in their adult life. All participants made a decision to face his/her challenge 
regardless of whether or not he/she had support from others. All participants took a 
course of action that provided options that would determine their future. The choice each 
one made aligned with their individual sense of purpose. Each participant chose to use 
negative influences and/or positive affirmations, communal relationships, and personal 
self-awareness to transform self toward his/her purpose.  
Positive leadership development was detailed in the narratives of the participants. 
The first person experience is what brought meaning to this study by describing the 
phenomenon of leadership so it could be understood in a deeper, holistic, and 
comprehensive way than other methods could provide. This study examined the lived 




identification of being at-risk, when in actuality, they were children or youth with 
promise yet to be fulfilled. Their personal success in adulthood began in childhood where 
they developed the attributes of self-efficacy, self-advocacy, problem solving, and 
communication, which are associated with leadership. They learned to build upon their 
strength(s) and used interpersonal skills as well as intrapersonal skills to surmount 
personal challenges. The data showed question one could be concisely answered. For a 
person to lead, he/she must have developed his/her cognitive skills for learning and socio-
emotional skills for addressing the needs of self and others.   
This study showed evidence that leadership and its attributes were manifested in a 
variety of ways through a purpose to take action whether it was altruistic or self-centered 
at the onset. Some participants had challenges that would be considered common in the 
lives of children and youth in today’s world (e.g., supervising siblings, living in a single 
parent home, and or earning poor grades due to lack of effort). Oscar and Mary One faced 
language barriers that might also be considered typical for people identified as 
immigrants choosing to live in a country or region that is not their native homeland. 
Furthermore, Jeffrey and Fierce each faced challenges imposed on him/her by actions of 
family members, although not intentional or from malice. The challenge and/or adversity 
described by individuals varied in degree of impact toward life changes for the 
participants. Yet, each lived experience interconnected with the five themes associated 
with leadership presented in this study.  
Participants in this study described the attributes of positive leadership even 
though many of them might have been identified as children or youth at-risk. Participants 




was a driving force, which is a tenet of adaptive leadership. Having a goal anchored with 
purpose, working the plan, and making good decisions kept him/her focused on 
attainment. A few participants were unclear of his/her purpose but felt a commitment to 
strive toward a goal nonetheless. Their values and beliefs played a major role in this 
decision.  
Through challenge and/or adversity, participants became self-aware of the 
abilities he/she possessed. When one is self-aware of what is happening in his/her life, the 
individual begins to look at circumstances in life more closely and makes decisions as to 
how to address it if needed. Several participants stated letting go of anger, frustration, 
and/or hurt was a conscious decision made to move forward in life. Positive leadership 
does not just happen. It is a choice a person must make to become who he/she wants to 
be. Fierce summed it up this way: “You never know what you possess until you have to 
use it. I did not give myself much credit for what I had inside me until I had to use it”.  
The attributes of leadership manifested themselves, which brought self-awareness to the 
forefront. Some people might identify this transformation of self as a survival technique 
or a principle of adaptive leadership. Nonetheless, positive leadership was cultivated and 
enriched through communal relationships that were reaffirming to the participant, while 
self-awareness and purpose were fostered through responsibility, accountability, 
decisions made, and expectations from self and others.  
Research Question 2 
To answer the second research question, one must start with the participant’s 
individual lived experience shared in his/her profile. In Chapter III, identified words 




overcoming challenge and/or adversity from his/her perspective (see Tables 1 and 2 in 
Chapter IV).  
The analysis for this study described outcomes consistent with the literature 
review. The identified attributes of problem-solving, relationship building, courage, 
tenacity, humility, intrapersonal and interpersonal skills, and teamwork are essential 
skills for leadership development for children and youth with promise. The literature 
review and lived experiences of the eight diverse participants described in this study 
supported the notion that regardless of time in history, every child should be taught the 
aforementioned attributes associated with leadership to face unknown challenges. It was 
clear from the participants’ individual statements that he/she relied on specific attributes 
to overcome challenge and/or adversity during childhood and/or youth. Adaptive 
leadership involves changing behavior in appropriate ways as the situation changes. 
Participants adapted to their personal challenges using intellect and social and emotional 
skills to transform self to make decisions toward positive outcomes just like so many 
leaders from history have done time and time again. 
Through probing questions, the majority of the participants stated they believed 
individuals can be taught leadership skills and leadership attributes can be developed.  
Leadership is about actions and/or behaviors. Leadership is thought of as a skill that can 
be developed by teaching specific strategies along with practice and opportunity to 
demonstrate responsibility. Leadership training across the curriculum can help students 





Leaders are born and can be made through the teaching of attributes and 
development of skills just like mathematicians are taught algorithms--the road maps used 
for accomplishing a task. Participants stated the attributes identified from their 
experiences are essential for teaching leadership development for students in K-12 public 
schools. Teachers, family, and community relationships (e.g., coaches, church members, 
and peers) all played a supportive role in developing leadership potential and leadership 
giftedness in the participants. Oscar learned to control his anger because his coaches and 
parents helped him channel his frustration in positive ways on and off the athletic field. 
Oscar washed cars, mowed lawns, and helped his neighbors. He inspired his teammates 
to work hard and work together to win sports competitions. Mary One was taught by her 
teacher to self-advocate to address her needs due to language barriers. Miss Not One 
recognized she could not cope with the challenges of supervising her younger brother; 
therefore, she sought help, when necessary, from her neighbor and learned new ways to 
address situations. KD learned to focus and get “dialed in” on his future after talking with 
his high school counselor and Neicy Bed’s friends showed her how to address her 
humiliating experience in the Spanish classroom. Furthermore, individual participants 
stated the attributes associated with leadership were present already within him/herself 
whether he/she was aware of them or not. The traits were manifested during a challenge 
and/or adversity and a decision was made to face the experience using purpose, 
communal relationships, and self-awareness.  
The data revealed the significance of self-reflection described by several 
participants in this study. The literature review did not address or reveal the 




the importance of self-reflection as an attribute of leadership. They described self-
reflection as a way to go back and examine the choice made using careful thought about 
behaviors and beliefs. Oscar, Neicy Bed, Jeffrey, and KD described how their behaviors 
and beliefs always went back to their alignment with purpose and self-awareness. Each 
person described there was something bigger than him/herself; thus, self-reflection was 
an on-going process exercised throughout his/her childhood and/or youth on the “why” of 
his/her being versus the circumstances of the moment. 
The essence for developing leadership attributes is symbolized by the fruits 
produced on a tree because of the planting, watering, and nurturing of its roots. Year after 
year, leaves, fruit, and/or flowers blossom because of the sunshine, rain, and storms it 
endures. Over time, the tree becomes fully developed creating lasting memories for those 
who nurtured its growth and enjoyed its beauty and bounty. Each attribute of humanness 
identified by the eight participants (see Tables 1 and 2 in Chapter IV) was strengthened 
through purpose to flourish and was watered by positive affirmations, negative 
influences, and self-awareness to become fully developed and transformed into the 
creation it was meant to become. The growth and full development of a human being is 
encapsulated in the legacy of a life well lived. The nourishment for academic and 
personal growth is leadership development, which can occur in K-12 public schools 
where children can be nurtured and developed to fruition using a holistic approach.  
Additional findings included the significance for this research study. This study 
was consistent in identifying categories and themes described by participants. In addition, 
all participants stated that leadership attributes should be taught to all children and youth 




Oscar and Jeffrey, stated that they believed and were aware they had natural leadership. 
The other six participants acknowledged he/she did not identify with having leadership 
skills until high school or early adulthood when given leadership roles by others. The 
literature review and lived experiences of the eight diverse participants described in this 
study supported the notion that regardless of time in history, every child should be taught 
the attributes associated with leadership to face unknown challenges. 
Research Question 3 
To answer the third research question, the literature review and statements made 
by participants in this study revealed data that provided evidence for the consistency of 
supports needed. Communal relationships from every century played a role in leadership 
development directly or indirectly. The data also revealed the significance of having 
communal relationships coupled with positive affirmations and the benefits of being 
taught specific skills by adults, e.g., self-advocacy, peer coaching, and problem solving 
regardless of gender and race/ethnicity. The essential supports for developing leadership 
for students included the designation of educational institutions and extracurricular 
activities, e.g., schools, academic programming for all students, and extracurricular 
activities including clubs, faith based activities, sports, etc. These identified communal 
groups provided support for the instruction and practice with application of leadership 
development in children and youth with promise. Furthermore, the identified support 
systems were not designated as an either one or the other support need but as communal 
organizations that simultaneously support the development of leadership potential and 





The results of this study described how all eight participants overcame adversity 
and become who he/she wanted to be by using the five identified themes: purpose, 
positive and/or negative influences, communal relationships, self-awareness, and 
transformation. The results also showed evidence for relationships between themes and 
the role of communal relationships at birth and its significance in developing positive 
leaders. The finding for this study also identified essential attributes to be taught for 
developing future leaders and the supports needed.  
Scope and Limitations of Study 
The focus of this study was to identify leadership attributes in children and youth 
with promise by examining the lived experiences of adults who overcame adversity 
during their childhood or youth. A limitation for this study was the use of different 
methods for interviewing participants. These methods included face-to-face interviews 
for participants living in close proximity to the researcher and a phone interviews with a 
participant not able to participate in a face-to face-interview due to a family situation. 
When interviewing someone face-to-face, there is the opportunity to readily see facial 
expressions, hear nuances, and connect personally with the interviewee via eye contact, 
active listening, and paraphrasing appropriately. Body language was visible and the flow 
of conversation allowed for clarification, humor to be added, and attentiveness to the 
interviewee was evident.   
 A limitation for this study was the request for a telephone conference due to a 
busy schedule and a sick child. The phone conference created limitations due to non-
visibility of body language and facial expressions. Another limitation for this study was 




validating the transcript due to personal issues that arose right after the face-to-face 
interview. Both documents were emailed to the researcher within two weeks of the initial 
interview.  
For this study, seven participants participated in face-to-face interviews with one 
participant completing the interview by phone. Two of my face-to-face interviews 
occurred in the interviewee’s office and three were held at my home. Two face-to-face 
interviews were held at the home of the participants and the eighth was conducted by 
phone due to personal reasons. I conducted a members check with all eight participants to 
validate the experiences and information shared during the research study. Member 
checks is a common procedure that decreases limitations for any research study. I took 
extra care in building rapport using tone and words of encouragement to delve deeper 
with interviewees’ shared responses and ensuring attentiveness while jotting down notes 
and asking for clarification of information. Additional time was provided as needed 
during the interview sessions for participants who became emotional during the interview 
as he/she recalled moments of frustration, pain, and/or joy during reflective moments of 
the lived experience. 
Implications 
The implications of this research study for developing children and/or youth with 
promise were described in Chapter IV through the stories described by the eight 
participants. This study indicated children become self-aware at an early age of who they 
are and their capabilities. Young children are influenced by communal relationships and 
external expectations that are directly stated or perceived by significant people in their 




impacts a child’s self-esteem and self-worth throughout his/her adult life. The 
implications of children and youth being self-aware through developmental milestones 
can lead to the teaching of social and emotional skills in K-12 public schools by 
strengthening emotional intelligence as a part of nurturing the whole child toward his/her 
full potential. Emotional intelligence skills to be taught include self-awareness, 
motivation, self-control, social skills that include inter- and intrapersonal 
communications, and empathy (Goleman, 1995). These skills are the attributes associated 
with leadership and were identified in this study by participant narratives. In addition, the 
Every Student Succeed Act (2015) currently provides funds through Title I to support 
programming needs for gifted and talented education, which could be used to build and 
nurture leadership potential by addressing the needs of the whole child. This bipartisan 
measure reauthorized the 50-year-old Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965), 
which is the nation’s national education law and longstanding commitment to equal 
opportunity for all students. 
Another implication identified in this study was the sense of purpose with 
communal relation supports. Teachers, parents, and community members play a vital role 
in developing leaders through words, actions, and relationships. Teachers serve as an 
essential communal support by providing opportunity and access to school-related 
activities (e.g., project based learning activities, clubs and intramurals, service-learning 
projects, and learning extension programming including special assemblies and events.  
Purpose and communal relationships played an integral role in the historical perspective 
for identified leaders. Leaders were selected, trained, and expected to rule, protect, and/or 




in this study could articulate the purpose they felt during childhood or youth, each person 
did voice he/she had a sense of purpose for being on this planet. The findings indicated 
children and/or youth must seek ways to identify with a sense of purpose to encourage 
their becoming who they can be regardless of the type of challenge or adversity faced 
during their lifetime. It is also important to nurture a child’s sense of purpose as reported 
by the child, e.g., Oscar’s goal of playing professional football and Jeffrey’s recognition 
of being his own boss someday. This study also noted children and or/youth need 
communal relationship supports in and out of school to help find purpose for reaching 
their full potential regardless of having innate leadership abilities or not. Communal 
relationship building can be fostered through various kinds of school partnerships (e.g., 
grand friend programs, mentoring, multi-age partnerships within a school, volunteer 
Dad’s Watchdog programs, and the Each One Teach One program where staff at the 
school site “adopt” a small group of students to work one to two times weekly who are 
not assigned to their regular classroom roster.  
Finally, the identified attributes consistently described in the literature and by 
participants as essential for developing future leaders indicated positive leadership is still 
a desired trait in today’s world. As communal relationships expand outside of the school, 
neighborhood, community, and nation, intrapersonal and interpersonal skills, teamwork, 
problem-solving, responsibility, cooperation, etc. are needed to be successful in the world 
of today and tomorrow. This finding implied children and/or youth must receive 
formalized leadership training to become aware of their attributes earlier versus being 




learn how to use their attributes for ethical and moral good and apply these skills to 
benefit self and others. 
The significance of this study based on the implications provided research that 
supports the notion for the identification of attributes to be taught in leadership education 
courses for all students enrolled in K-12 public schools. Schools are a natural place for 
students to receive leadership instruction to develop modes of conduct for life-long 
success. Establishing and nurturing leadership qualities of an individual is the cornerstone 
of any successful endeavor (Newsom, 2010). Thus, K-12 public schools have the 
opportunity to promote leadership education as they teach character education to every 
child. America’s future depends on the development of future leaders and the future will 
be determined by how well they are taught. Finally, youth leaders must be trained 
individuals who value diversity and effectively lead, work well with others, and 
communicate effectively. Youth are the communal relationships of the future to teach, 
recognize, and affirm for generations to come. 
The analysis did not reveal outcomes inconsistent with the literature review. The 
analysis did reveal data described by all eight participants regarding the significance of 
K-12 public schools in providing the teaching of leadership for development to address 
the developmental needs of children. School officials did not identify participants in this 
study as leaders nor did these individuals receive formalized training as some leaders in 
history did. The identified attributes associated with leadership in this study were 
instructional concepts that could be developed to support academic achievement and used 
in career choices that affect our world. The literature review showed evidence of the 




movement era. Leadership training was expanded to higher educational programming, 
summer camp programs, business institutional growth, and development programs over 
the years. Furthermore, leadership and leadership development continues to be a major 
topic that is widespread in publications and social media around the world.  
Public schools were designated as leadership development entities because of the 
access and opportunity afforded to all children. The institution of public schools is still 
considered to be the great equalizer for disadvantaged children as a way to address and 
provide services that enhance and strengthen cognitive and social skills for developing 
the whole child. This final notion of needed supports addressed the responsibility to 
develop leadership potential and leadership giftedness via communal relationships in and 
beyond school walls. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
This phenomenological research study may be used to create a leadership 
development curriculum for K-12 public schools. The analysis from Chapter IV 
described outcomes consistent with the literature review. The identified attributes of 
problem-solving, relationship building, courage, tenacity, humility, intrapersonal and 
interpersonal skills, goal orientation, and teamwork are essential skills for leadership 
development for children and youth with promise. These findings suggested the 
aforementioned identified attributes might be used to create a self-report Likert scale to 
identify student leaders in and out of school settings. A Likert scale is recommended for 
the examination of how youth perceive him/herself to determine which attributes should 
be taught or enhanced in K-12 public schools and via extracurricular activities in which 




school year to aid teachers in gathering information to better support students’ learning 
needs using student input from the self-report. It could also provide information that 
might be detrimental to a child’s well-being if he/she feels negative about self at an early 
age; it could also provide pertinent information for the type of intervention needed. 
Finally, a Likert scale is also recommended to inform the student of how he/she self- 
identifies his/her own leadership potential and/or leadership giftedness for self-awareness 
and transformational purposes as desired. A mid-year and/or post self-report is 
recommended to assess personal growth and to evaluate outcomes and completed goals 
for all students. 
Furthermore, this phenomenological study recommends further research in the 
areas of cultural characteristics associated with leadership and the manifestation of 
gender attributes associated with leadership. A pilot study that reports how children 
and/or youth with promise self-report their leadership attributes in the two 
aforementioned areas from his/her own perspective is also recommended using the 
identified attributes and themes from this study to learn how students perceive who they 
are and want to be. Open-ended questions might be used to seek more information as to 
which attributes are perceived to be closely related to cultural and gender leadership 
identities.  
Another recommendation to advance leadership training in public schools 
includes adding leadership development to state educational policies that address 
educating the whole child. Swanson and Lord (2013) stated, “While many educators may 
not understand policy development as a process in which their involvement is critical, 




and districts” (p. 199). Each state has individual policies to address educational standards 
important to advancing the education for all students. Leadership training must be tied to 
standards that clearly reflect the policy of the state and its goals for educating the whole 
child beyond cognitive abilities to develop future leaders.   
Additional recommendations include professional development for pre-service 
and in-service training for developing gifted leadership attribute integration. The creation 
of instructional practices that will foster the teaching of identified leadership attributes 
and the inclusion of leadership attribute vocabulary integration into the core curriculum 
in K-12 public schools. A leadership profile to support educators and communal 
relationship members who work with children and/or youth with “Look Fors” to develop 
and train future leaders. This profile must address gender and culture in addition to 
universal and specific supports needed for development of the whole child. Finally, I 
recommend specific real world strategies be created for the instruction of leadership 
attributes. These strategies can be taught using project-based learning activities, problem-
solving scenarios, and personalized learning experiences. I also recommend the reading 
of biographies and autobiographies to allow for discussions focused on the attributes of 
leadership to help students identify how individuals used their skillsets during their 
childhood and/or youth.  
Leadership training for students needs to start at the elementary level to teach 
young children how to cope with the day-to-day stresses of their environment as well as 
how to “give back” and support their local community. With leadership development 
starting at an early age, children will be able to problem-solve the many obstacles some 




alcohol abuse as they approach adolescence. This early training could be used in 
longitudinal research to determine how and what impact if any leadership education has 
on student achievement.  
Conclusion 
Every school should provide leadership education. Developing leadership skills in 
children with promise is a different type of giftedness that must be developed. Leadership 
education will make a difference not only in a child’s life but also impacts decisions 
made throughout a lifetime that impacts our world. The success of our children’s 
educational experiences goes beyond school walls. The benefits for students receiving 
leadership education in K-12 public schools include (a) improved self-esteem as they 
experience school success, (b) targeted opportunities to develop and hone this character 
trait, (c) the ability to direct their path toward a life of success while contributing to the 
community in which they live, and (d) the chance to “touch the future” as leaders of 
tomorrow. Children and/or youth behaviors touch the community in which they live and 
ultimately link with the future of us all. A very pointed statement from A Nation at Risk 
(1983) contends:  
All, regardless of race or class or economic status, are entitled to a fair chance and 
to the tools for developing their individual powers of mind and spirit to the 
utmost. This promise means that all children by virtue of their own efforts, 
competently guided, can hope to attain the mature and informed judgment needed 
to secure gainful employment, and to manage their own lives, thereby serving not 
only their own interests but also the progress of society itself. (p. 9)  
 
Leadership education develops through purpose, positive affirmations, negative 
statements, communal relationships, self-awareness, and transformation--the themes for 





  Schools cannot do this work alone. In partnership with schools, community 
members can help harness this power. Children need mentors to guide and show them 
how to lead. A mentor can listen and provide constructive feedback one-on-one or in 
discussion groups. Adults can facilitate and train students while providing access to real 
world experiences. Students can be affirmed while learning from mistakes and their 
affective needs can be met. When everyone comes together to support student leadership 
education, the opportunity for developing positive productive citizens is magnified.  
John Quincy Adams (n.d.) said, “If your actions inspire others to dream more, 
learn more, do more and become more, you are a leader" (p. 1). Our society still desires 
and needs positive leaders. Leadership education must become an integral part of the K-
12 curriculum to advance our country, especially since not all children and/or youth have 
access to extracurricular activities from which they might learn to lead. Today, America’s 
children are born with promise, potential, and talent to lead. Tomorrow, the teaching of 
leadership education will determine how well our youth are prepared to respond when 
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One educational curriculum program idea that stressed leadership integration was 
initiated by Lula Stedman (1924). She summarized her considerations for curriculum in 
the following 19 recommendations:  
1. A curtailment of the time allotment of the various subjects to from one-half to two-
thirds the time required in the average classroom.  
2. Reduction of drill, explanation, and development.  
3. Definite instruction in how to study independently.  
4. Development in the child of a scientific attitude toward his own progress and of a 
scientific method of attacking problems.  
5. Opportunities for all forms of creative work-the writing of plays, stories, and 
poems; publication of newspapers; organization and direction of literary and civic 
societies; presentation of plays, pageants, and pantomimes.  
6. Instruction in foreign languages.  
7. Opportunities to see especially good motion pictures and spoken plays.  
8. Opportunities to hear eminent lecturers, political leaders, visiting consuls, travelers 
from foreign countries, or specialists in any line, such as musicians, artists, 
librarians, scientists, and others.  
9. Trips into the country under the guidance of specialist in nature lore for the purpose 
of studying birds, animals, or growing things.  
10. An understanding of commercial and industrial life through visits to commercial 
and industrial institutions.  
11. Opportunities to visit libraries, art galleries, and museums.  
12. Provisions for symmetrical development by permitting the child to abandon for a 
time work in which he excels in order to concentrate on skills in which he is 
lacking.  
13. Provision for special physical exercises and definite instruction in body building for 
the child of delicate physique and for the bookish child who is disinclined to 
participate in play or physical activity.  
14. Opportunities to work out social and civic projects for the purpose of developing 
group consciousness and quickening the child's awareness of his obligations to the 
school and the community.  
15. Definite training in leadership through voluntary assumptions on the part of the 
child of responsibility for the successful culmination of school projects, and through 
the membership on committees concerned with governmental policies of the school.  
16. Special courses in music, art, dramatics, and other special subjects, for the purpose 
of meeting the needs of children possessing aptitude for technical or aesthetic 
vocations.  
17. Definite provision should be made and concessions granted regarding programs and 
school attendance of children highly gifted in music, dramatics, and art, in order 
that general education and preparation for a career may continue at the same time.  
18. Special courses in all phases of manual work adapted to the physical development 




19. The social subjects should stimulate the child to use the research method and to 
read widely in correlated subjects. They should ordinarily revolve around some 
central projects, creative in nature, with which the entire group is concerned. It is 
expedient that they create a need for efficient use of the tool subjects [research 




































1. Verbal-linguistic intelligence (well-developed verbal skills and sensitivity to the 
sounds, meanings and rhythms of words)  
2. Logical-mathematical intelligence (ability to think conceptually and abstractly, and 
capacity to discern logical and numerical patterns)  
3. Spatial-visual intelligence (capacity to think in images and pictures, to visualize 
accurately and abstractly)  
4. Bodily-kinesthetic intelligence (ability to control one’s body movements and to 
handle objects skillfully)  
5. Musical intelligences (ability to produce and appreciate rhythm, pitch and timber)  
6. Interpersonal intelligence (capacity to detect and respond appropriately to the 
moods, motivations and desires of others)  
7. Intrapersonal (capacity to be self-aware and in tune with inner feelings, values, 
beliefs and thinking processes)  
8. Naturalist intelligence (ability to recognize and categorize plants, animals and other 
objects in nature)  
9. Existential intelligence (sensitivity and capacity to tackle deep questions about 
human existence such as, What is the meaning of life? Why do we die? How did we 





























I n s t i t u t i o n a l R e v i ew B o a r d 
 
DATE: December 8, 2015     
TO: Theresa Newsom 
FROM: University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB 
PROJECT TITLE: [825488-2] Unveiling Leadership Giftedness: Identifying its 
Attributes and Significance for Children with Promise 
SUBMISSION TYPE: Amendment/Modification 
ACTION: APPROVAL/VERIFICATION OF EXEMPT STATUS 
DECISION DATE: November 23, 2015 
 
Thank you for your submission of Amendment/Modification materials for this project. 
The University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB approves this project and verifies its 
status as EXEMPT according to federal IRB regulations. 
 
We will retain a copy of this correspondence within our records for a duration of 4 years. 
 
If you have any questions, please contact Sherry May at 970-351-1910 or 
Sherry.May@unco.edu. Please include your project title and reference number in all 





This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable regulations, and a copy is 























Participant Initial Written Invitation 
Initial phone contact followed by an Email invitation to potential participants 
Dear _______________, 
 My name is Theresa Y. Newsom, a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Northern 
Colorado examining leadership potential and leadership giftedness in children using a 
phenomenological research approach. The purpose of this study is to develop an understanding of 
your perception of leadership and how your leadership shaped your life.  By interviewing you I 
will learn how you overcame challenges and/or adversity during your childhood or youth through 
your lived experience to become who you are today. I am inviting you to participate in this study 
to gain insight as to how you regard the importance of including leadership training in K-12 
public schools to all students, as well as, to identify essential attributes for leadership 
development for children and youth. 
 With your help, I will ascertain a clearer meaning for leadership giftedness and find 
common themes amongst individuals who participate in this study. All information will remain 
confidential and an Institutional Review Board (IRB) informed consent form will be provided 
once you have decided to participate.  
Additionally, if you know of another person who may be willing to participate in this 
study please feel free to have him/her contact me to learn more about this research study.  
 Thank you for your consideration in participating in this research study. 
Respectfully, 
 
Theresa Y. Newsom, Ph.D. candidate 
University of Northern Colorado 



























CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH 
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO 
 
Project Title:  Unveiling Leadership Giftedness: Identifying its Attributes and 
Significance for Children with Promise 
Researcher: Theresa Newsom, Ph.D. Candidate, School of Special Education  
Research Advisor: Stuart N. Omdal Ph.D.                      
UNC e-mail: Stuart.Omdal@unco.edu 
Phone: (970) 351-1674 
  
Purpose and Description: The primary purpose of this qualitative research study was to 
explore the perceptions and lived experiences of individuals who had overcome 
challenges and/or adversity during their childhood or youth by using their leadership 
potential or leadership giftedness. This phenomenological study was designed to identify 
leadership attributes and describe leadership giftedness as it pertained to training children 
as leaders for tomorrow.  
 
Participants participated in a 45-60 minute interview that explored how he/she used 
leadership to overcome challenges or adversity during their childhood or youth. This 
interview was recorded in a neutral setting of the participant’s choice i.e. office, home or 
conference room. The interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim. A copy of the 
transcribed interview was provided to each participant for examination. Participants were 
given the opportunity to change answers provided, and to make these changes using 
tracking and then returned the transcript to me. These changes were incorporated into the 
original transcription. In addition, a reflective prompt was given to each participant right 
after the interview was completed in regards to leadership and returned within seven days 
by email or mail to me. 
 
At the end of the study I shared the results with participants who requested follow-up.  I 
took every precaution in order to protect all participant’s confidentiality. A pseudonym of 
his/her choosing was used for both the oral and written responses. Only my advisor and I 
knew the name connected with each pseudonym and when data was reported participant’s 
names were not used.  Data collected and analyzed for this study was kept in a locked 
cabinet in a secure room, which is only accessible to me. All recordings will be erased 








minimal. The benefits to participants included perhaps gaining more insight into his/her 
personal leadership attributes and their development to use in their current or future 
endeavors. 
  
Participation was voluntary. Participants may have decided not to participate in this study 
and if he/she began participation and decided to stop and withdraw at any time his/her 
decision was respected and no loss of benefits resulted to which he/she were otherwise 
entitled. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask questions, 
participants signed the second page to participate in this research. A copy of this form 
was given to each participant to retain for future reference. If he/she had any concerns 
about the selection or treatment as a research participant, he/she was asked to contact 
Sherry May, IRB Administrator, Office of Sponsored Programs. Kepner Hall University 








































Introduction by researcher of self and research project clarification.  
Demographic questions to be asked include: participant’s age range, number of years in 
his/her career field, cultural self- identification, and demographic location of childhood to 
teen years where leadership attributes became apparent. 
Icebreaker questions: icebreaker questions are here to establish and build rapport. 
 Tell me about an experience you are proud of as a leader? 
After the consent form is signed (Appendix E) then adult participants will be interviewed 
via tape recorder using the following questions: 
 Share a situation in your childhood or youth when you overcame a 
challenge/challenges.   
 Describe what that situation looked like, felt like, and sounded like to you.  
 Tell me which personal attributes were used in the situation? 
 How did you learn about those specific attributes?  
 When did you know those attributes could help you overcome difficulties in your 
life? 
 During your childhood or youth did you ever realize you were a leader and work to 
hone this attribute?   
 Did a teacher, mentor or other community member support your leadership? What 
leadership supports do you think children and youth need to address today’s 
challenges? Explain 





 What do you think would help develop these kinds of attributes and/or skills in 
children or youth? 
 Share the attribute(s) you believe are essential for leadership education training for 
children and youth and explain why. 
 What’s on your wish list for the future of developing leadership? 
 Let me summarize what I heard you say?  Is this correct? 
 


















Reflective Written Prompt 
Dear __________________________________, 
*Please add your pseudonym on the line below for confidentiality purposes. 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Please reflect and respond, in writing, your thoughts on the prompt below. Your 
statement will remain confidential and will be used as another item in the data collection 
to be examined and added to  this phenomenological study.  
Based on your experiences from childhood to adulthood which attributes of leadership 
played a role in your life? 
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APPENDIX H 
HERMENEUTIC CYCLE 
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